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Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
Suffering and death are the basic human conditions, hence the importance of the 
cognitive function and value of tragic art that re-presents suffering and death on stage. 
Aristotle’s Poetics is the first theoretical work in the history of Western aesthetics to 
comprehensively discuss the topic of tragedy. In answer to Plato’s criticism of dramatic 
art, Aristotle argues that tragedy “effects through pity and fear the catharsis of such 
emotions”, which are best aroused by the spectacle of a moderately good man who 
falls into misery not through vice but through some hamartia. By evocation of such 
passions, our emotions are purged of discomforting elements. However, Aristotle 
based his theory solely on, and therefore was limited by his knowledge of the tragic 
works appealing to him most. In fact, this generalization is not universally applicable 
to Greek tragedy; certainly it is too narrow to encompass the whole truth about tragic 
works that take place after his time.  
 
Fortunately not all the tragedians are Aristotelians. After tragic drama made a 
triumphant return to Elizabethan England, we see at the first glance that the tragic 
protagonist is radically different from Aristotle’s ideal one. The English dramatists, 
instead of strictly observing Aristotle’s stipulation, had absolutely free choice of 
subject matter, and among them Christopher Marlowe is an influential figure. His 
tragic hero with a morally shocking nature parade through a series of incidents which 
reveal dramatically his destructive or evil quality. However, traditional critics still 
attempted to interpret Marlovian tragic characters in heroic terms, denying the fact that 
a downright villain can be placed in the position of tragic protagonist. As a matter of 
fact, Marlowe’s presentation of evil genius impedes any critical approach either from 
an Aristotelian perspective, with its demands for a decent hero, or from a romantic-
humanist perspective, which exalts and values the rebel and the individualist. Inwardly 
and inherently, Marlovian heroes are incarnation of guileful wickedness, whose 
insatiable will triumphs over any other considerations and justifies them to themselves. 
Correspondingly, the emotions aroused by his villain-hero tragedy are much more 
intense and varied, in which pity is felt for the innocent victims; and fear is not 
sufficient to explain the overwhelming sense of horror, it is a deeper sense of the 
sublime.  
 
In short, Marlowe’s contribution to the subject-matter for tragic drama is particularly 
noticeable, drawing our attention to the destruction of villains that were largely 
neglected and condemned by classical dramatists and theorists alike. Later critics and 
philosophers are encouraged to develop tragic theories to provide a useful compliment 
to Aristotle’s. Instead of sticking to one particular kind of subject or one distinctive 
textual effect as being essential to tragedy, we should invite different debates about 
how to appreciate presentations of human suffering on stage. Though we live in a 
brighter world than what many tragedians painted dramatically, it is also full of 
sufferings; the real tragic pleasure lies in our recognition of human suffering and 
exploration of its possible solutions. In answer to the question why people who do not 
welcome and enjoy scenes of terrible suffering in reality seek out those scenes and 
enjoy them in tragic drama, we may propose that tragic art has a wide range of effects 
that reach beyond pleasure, such as the cognitive value in grappling with the 
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Why do we read tragedies? Why do we seek out painful aesthetic experiences? 
Towards tragedy a variety of views have been developed. At one extreme stands Plato, 
who denies the value of tragedy for he insists that a good man can never really suffer 
misfortune, and identifies himself with the absolute verities, which lies beyond the 
reach of contingency. On this view, the tragic is not an essential part of human life, 
which obviously does not square with reality. At the other extreme stands Friedrich 
Nietzsche, who holds that the tragic is definitive of life. In reality, the man, driven by 
mixed motives and desires, if compared with the eternal world in which he operates, 
is only a fragile and temporary being. Following Nietzsche’s line of thought, we find 
one possible and persuasive reply to the earlier questions that such aesthetically tragic 
experiences are rewarding at various levels. Life is difficult, complicated, and tragic, 
in which suffering and death are the basic human conditions; while works of art, in a 
powerful way, enable us to struggle with and overcome the difficulties that life inflicts 
on us, and for this reason, have cognitive value for us; they can, as Aaron Ridley writes, 
“pose and sometimes clarify questions that any reflective person should care about” 
(418). 
Among a variety of artistic genres, tragedy, “the summit of poetic art”, presents 
the most difficult challenges we face: thwarted passion, injustice, despair, loss and 
death. As Peter Holbrook tells us, tragedy is an imitation of our life, which means that 
death is an essential part of tragedy, because every life is in one appalling but precise 
sense headed for disaster (8-9). If so, all human life can be used as tragic material, as 
men “are born to death”. Sophocles has the chorus in Antigone praise men as the 
wonder of wonders in the world, who master diverse skills and face no future 
helplessness; “Only Hade’s power—death alone—/ he cannot evade” (Lines 363-64). 
William Shakespeare’s sonnets are also tragic in this sense: every summer is followed 
by autumn and winter; every person, no matter how great, noble or beautiful, is 
doomed to death: “Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore,/ So do our 
minutes hasten to their end” (Sonnet 60). Death is devouring life, even the young man 




And die as fast as they see others grow” (Sonnet 12). It is no surprise for Holbrook to 
exclaim that life is always defeated; failure in this sense has always been the subject 
of tragedy (9). 
If life is hard enough to wear us out, why do we still bother ourselves with the 
tragic art? Arthur Schopenhauer listed two reasons in The World as Will and 
Representation: first, “the purpose of this highest poetical achievement is the 
description of the terrible side of life. The unspeakable pain, the wretchedness and 
misery of mankind, the triumph of willfulness, the scornful mastery of chance, and the 
irretrievable fall of the just and the innocent are all here presented to us; and here is to 
be found a significant hint as to the nature of the world and of existence” (252-53), 
second, after a long and painful struggle, tragedy teaches us to renounce all the 
pleasures of life, then cheerfully and willingly give up life itself. Contrary to 
Schopenhauer’s pessimistic view, Nietzsche, who claimed himself to be the world’s 
“first tragic philosopher” in the sense of being “the most extreme opposite and 
antipode of a pessimistic philosopher”, held that tragedy stimulated our desire to live 
and stirred up our love of life in spite of suffering, evil and death. Indeed, the tragic 
theatre allows us to witness the worst moments of grief and despair; yet many people 
still seek out such experiences for the range of emotional and cognitive values they 
afford. Tragedy appeals to us because it raises difficult issues which are worth 
pondering, because it raises our emotions out of daily or mundane registers, and 
because, in spite of all the pain, we can get a kind of spiritual reward. A wise 
commentary on the function of tragedy is that made by the chorus in Aeschylus’ 
Oresteia: we “learn through suffering”.  
Yet tragedy is also a word we frequently encounter in daily life, which suggests 
a sad and serious event concerning suffering and death. Though its common use 
involves few rules, as Jennifer Wallace states, its dramatic use suggests that “there are 
generic expectations which give a pattern to the representation on stage and make it 
bearable” (2). Arguing for a narrowly aesthetic definition of the term, W. B. Yeats drew 
a line between the profound tragedy of a Greek or Shakespearean hero and merely 
“some blunderer [who] has driven his car on to the wrong side of the road” (xxxiv). 
Each period of literary history has been faced with the difficulty in defining tragedy, it 




deny the fact that the suffering and death of every person might be termed tragic, 
Aristotle first imposed restrictions on the subject of tragedy and proposed what he 
considered as universal principles of tragedy. His Poetics is universally regarded as 
the first theoretical work in the history of Western aesthetics which deals 
comprehensively with the topic of tragedy. In response to Plato’s criticism of poetry, 
Aristotle used tragic drama as an example to convincingly demonstrate the 
epistemological value of art and literature, which not only helps us understand the 
world, but also brings us pleasure. As far as tragic art is concerned, it is a special 
pleasure: “tragedy…with incidents arousing pity and fear, accomplish its catharsis of 
such emotions”. It is not difficult to understand that the audience, who identify 
themselves consciously or unconsciously with the tragic characters when appreciating 
tragedy, fear for the impending disaster, and pity the hero for his unmerited punishment. 
However, Aristotle did not explain how these emotions can be relieved, which led to 
many speculations from later scholars and critics. Thus, as Ding Ersu states in “The 
Hamartia of Aristotle’s Theory of Catharsis”, his theory of catharsis is far less 
convincing, since it fails to explain the real source of tragic pleasure, and ignores the 
mutual transformation between human’s intricate emotions. Since Aristotle confined 
the tragic emotions to pity and fear, the scope of tragic art is greatly reduced, 
correspondingly the instruction of tragic plots and the selection of tragic characters are 
limited. Basing his conclusions upon some Greek tragedies known to him, Aristotle 
stipulated that tragedy should deal with the fall of a decent person, especially one of 
high degree or social rank. For a long period afterwards, his dictum has been accepted 
without objection and taken as a standard, though his treatise was lost and did not 
resurface until the 13th century.  
Following Aristotle, those medieval playwrights of Europe continued to apply the 
term “tragedy” only to the misfortunes of those who occupy high social positions. In 
“The Prologue of the Monk’s Tale”, Geoffrey Chaucer offers a typical definition of the 
term in his time:  
 
Tragedy is to a certeyn storie, 
As olde bookes maken us memorie,  
Of hym that stood in greet greet prosperitee,  




Into myserie, and endeth wrecchedly.   
 
Tragic drama is often produced in historical periods when there is a shift in values, 
when conflicts between the old and new arise. In different social contexts and for 
different purposes, it is not always the case that tragic heroes are decent, or the positive 
image of its heroes is emphasized. There existed too in Renaissance period a “sub-
genre” of tragedy which focused on villains and their atrocities; in this study we will 
analyze some key plays of this genre. As I will attempt to show, tragedy should not 
deal with only one type of human being; it has universal application. 
In its development on the English stage, Marlowe occupies a prominent position, 
whose name is the hallmark of the creative genius of the English literary Renaissance, 
as Douglas Cole holds (3). In his painfully brief life, Marlowe created six tragic plays, 
among which Tamburlaine the Great, The Tragic Story of Doctor Faustus, and The 
Jew of Malta are most popular. Despite his short creative career, Wang Zuoliang ranks 
Marlowe with Shakespeare and claims that both are extraordinary figures in the history 
of English poetry. Marlowe’s contribution to Elizabethan tragedy and influence on his 
peers are manifold, and without Marlowe’s creative plays, the first golden age of 
English drama would have been postponed. The innovation of blank verse in his plays, 
the vigor and intensity of his tragic characters, as well as the drive and reach of his 
imagination, as Cole lists, have established him firmly as a leader in the tragic drama 
of his day and one of the great creative spirits of Elizabethan tragedy (7). In terms of 
his dramatic language, Marlowe has received great recognition and praise; as 
universally acknowledged, his “mighty line” injected new strength and vitality to the 
English tragic plays. Yet the precise nature of his contribution to tragedy, as Cole 
concludes, has been somewhat blurred by three prevailing trends: first, of seeing his 
works as the beginning of a brand new literary movement; second, of seeing them in 
the light of our own preconceived ideas, sometimes finding evidence from his personal 
life; third, of considering them primarily to pave the way for the greater works of 
Shakespeare (7). The limitations of such views can be avoided if we bear in mind that, 
beyond the dramaturgical techniques, the ideological subject lies in the core of his 
tragic plays, which are worth analyzing for their own sake.  




register the singular feature of Marlowe’s standing in the history of English literature. 
Early criticism mainly focuses on his life, character and religious attitude, which have 
long been held to have special relations with his plays. Unwarranted charges imposed 
on him obscured the seriousness of his thought and distorted the essence of his works. 
Though a pre-Shakespearean primitive, he almost held no position in English literary 
history in its classical period. After his death, except a few scattering comments upon 
his poetic gift and literary achievements, there were no serious and insightful studies 
on his works and thought. Michael Drayton first located in Marlowe’s mind “those 
brave translunary things that the first Poets had” (qtd. in Millar MacLure 47). The word 
“first” was then applied often to Marlowe in the next centuries. If we notice that the 
“Muse’s darling” created all his great works within six years before his death at 
twenty-nine, his achievements would be seen all the more remarkable. No wonder that 
Henry Petowe and Thomas Heywood in the early modern era placed him at the 
forefront of English literary history. Petowe spoke highly of “th’ admired Marlowe” 
whose “honey-flowing vein/ No English writer can as yet attain” (61), while Heywood 
called him “the best of Poets in that age” (49). These denunciations and eulogies from 
his contemporaries inevitably influenced subsequent comments on Marlowe and the 
interpretation of his works.  
Due to the spread of rumors about his private life, Marlowe was almost forgotten 
from the late seventeenth century to the eighteenth century. However, since the 
nineteenth century, western academia has become increasingly interested in Marlowe 
and started a systematic study of his works. In the first years, Charles Lamb (1808) 
took the lead in the study of Marlowe’s dramatic texts and singled out “the death-scene” 
of Edward II as moving “pity and terror beyond any scene, ancient or modern, with 
which I am acquainted” (69). In a review of The Jew of Malta, Edmund Kean (1818) 
considered it as “the first regular and consistent English drama” and wrote that 
“Marlowe was the first poet before Shakespeare who possessed anything like real 
dramatic genius” (70-71; reviewer’s emphasis). By 1820, William Hazlitt expressed 
his views in a bit more guarded way that “Marlowe is a name that stands high, and 
almost first in this list of dramatic worthies” (78). James Broughton (1830) went 
further by specifying that Doctor Faustus’ “apostrophe to the shade of Helen, with his 




circle of the English drama, and cannot fail to excite in the reader a thrill of horror, 
mingled with pity for the miserable sufferer” (87). In 1844, Leigh Hunt echoed with 
Drayton and marveled at Marlowe’s poetic talents: “if ever there was a born poet, 
Marlowe was one…he prepared the way for the versification, the dignity, and the 
pathos of his successors…and his imagination, like Spenser’s, haunted those purely 
poetic regions of ancient fabling and modern rapture…Marlowe and Spenser are the 
first of poets who perceived the beauty of words” (89-91).  
Since the late nineteenth century, modern scholarship on Marlowe has become 
increasingly solid. A. W. Ward’s summary of Marlowe’s originality remains basically 
true to this day: “His services to our dramatic literature are two-fold. As the author 
who first introduced blank verse to the popular stage he rendered to our drama a service 
which it would be difficult to overestimate…His second service to the progress of our 
dramatic literature” is that he “first inspired with true poetic passion the form of 
literature to which his chief efforts were consecrated…and it is this gift of passion 
which, together with his services to the outward form of the English drama, makes 
Marlowe worthy to be called not a predecessor, but the earliest in the immortal 
company, of our great dramatists” (120-21). For these reasons, J. A. Symonds (1885) 
styled Marlowe “the father and founder of English dramatic poetry” (133). James 
Russell Lowell (1887) lamented that “yes, Drayton was right in classing him with the 
first poets, for he was indeed…that most indefinable thing, an original man…he was 
the herald that dropped dead” (159-62). However, no one is more infatuated than A. C. 
Swinburne, who rhapsodized that Marlowe “alone was the true Apollo of our dawn, 
the bright and morning star of the full midsummer day of English poetry at its 
highest…the first English poet was the father of English tragedy and the creator of 
English blank verse…the first English poet whose powers can be called sublime…he 
is the greatest discoverer, the most daring and inspired pioneer, in all our poetic 
literature” (175-84). Here is presented an amazing set of praises for Marlowe’s 
originating spirit, such as herald, discoverer, morning star, first poet.  
While the twentieth century formed a more penetrating and profound view of 
Marlowe’s position in English literature, there was no substantial change in those 
earlier assessments of his original contribution to English drama. As Kenneth 




debate between those, represented by F. S. Boas and Una Ellis-Fermor, who saw 
Marlowe “essentially as a romantic and subjective artist”, and those who followed Roy 
W. Battenhouse in considering Marlowe “as a more conservative, objective artist 
whose plays assess Renaissance drives for power, wealth and knowledge” (12). 
Generally, the romantic and realistic views in the nineteenth century greatly influenced 
Marlowe’s criticism in the twentieth century. 
Opening a groundbreaking view of Marlowe, Clifford Leech began his 
introduction to Marlowe: A Collection of Critical Essays with such a claim: “there is 
wide enough agreement that Marlowe is one of the major figures in English dramatic 
writing. That he was the most important of Shakespeare’s predecessors…is not 
disputed, nor is the poetic excellence of… Marlowe’s mighty line” (1). Leech altered 
the earlier romantic views of Marlowe, who was once regarded as a conceited dreamer 
indulged in his imagination, and summarized “three ways in which Marlowe criticism 
has taken new directions” up to the early 1960s: first, Marlowe consciously molded 
and extended tradition to gain his “intellectual stature” (4); second, critical recognition 
of the complexity of Marlowe’s writing induced “a wide range of interpretation”, 
which extended “from Christian to agnostic views” (5-6); third, Marlowe’s plays, after 
its long absence from the stage, were replayed, which showed their stage-worthiness 
and the dramatist’s unique insight on the theatrical effect (8-9). Since Leech’s 
declaration that “the beginnings of Marlowe are with us” (11), a large scale of 
investigation on various fronts emerged, which, according to Cheney, could be divided 
into five categories: i) subjectivity (inwardness, interiority, psychology); ii) sexuality 
(desire, gender, homoeroticism, heterosexuality); iii) politics (culture, ideology, 
sociology, family); iv) religion (theology, belief); v) poetics (authorship, language, 
rhetoric devices, genre, influence, performance) (9-10). Patently, these critics 
professed to study Marlowe’s original contribution to drama, but neglected the 
originality of his dramatic protagonists. Among works reviewed by Leech, Harry 
Levin’s groundbreaking study of Marlowe and his heroes as “the overreacher” still 
resounded in modern scholarship. This is a big progress compared with earlier 
researches because Levin turned his attention to the negative side of the heroic 
personality; however, he did not fully recognize the evil nature of these heroes and just 




In fact, Clarence Valentine Boyer for the first time brought villain-hero into the 
limelight as early as in 1914, but unfortunately it failed to draw wide attention. As he 
defined in his pioneering study, The Villain as Hero in Elizabethan Tragedy, a villain-
hero is a dramatic protagonist “who, for a selfish end, willfully and deliberately 
violates standards or morality sanctioned by the audience or ordinary reader” (8). 
Boyer placed a simple moral label on the villain-hero and laid more emphasis on the 
transformation of the villain-hero’s fate. On his account, Barabas is a typical villain-
hero. Yet his definition is far from perfection; Tamburlaine and Faustus were excluded 
from his discussion for he held that Tamburlaine was a conquering hero and Faustus 
did not commit extremely evil crimes. Despite that Tamburlaine shared all the guileful 
characteristics of Barabas, he turned them to ambitious ends, to conquering foreign 
lands, hence did not fall into the scope of villain. Boyer defended himself by saying 
that “the moral standards prevailing in time of peace are not accepted in times of war, 
especially if the war is one of foreign conquest” (60). Almost sixty years later, Nancy 
Kaye Hedin once again talked about villain-hero on the basis of Boyer’s definition. 
However, unlike Boyer, Hedin counted Tamburlaine as a villain-hero for his selfish, 
destructive ambitions would “oppose the moral sanctions of most audiences and most 
assuredly those of an Elizabethan audience” (9). The core reason for this only 
difference is that Hedin specified that moral sanctions were made by the Elizabethan 
audience, while Boyer made judgement about good and evil from his own perspective 
and placed the villain-hero in the twentieth-century cultural context. In 2007, Robert 
A. Logan characterized Marlowe’s artistic influence on Shakespeare from the 
perspective of its tragic protagonist, who, echoing Hedin, stated that “influence of the 
villain-hero from Marlowe to Shakespeare begins with Tamburlaine” (199). In his view, 
the villain-hero was a paradox bearing both heroic and villainous characteristics, 
which triggered critical controversy. As I see, Boyer, Hedin, and Logan, though with 
differing degrees of stress, all try to find heroism in these tragic figures to convince 
themselves as well as their readers of the qualification of villain to be placed at the 
position of tragic protagonist. They deny the fact that an out-and-out villain can form 
the center of dramatic interest, because in essence they faithfully observe Aristotle’s 
stipulation and attempt to explain how the villain-hero stirs pity and fear in the 




that he was not simply evil and tried to find the elements of greatness in his character, 
which could touch our sympathy and arouse a wondering admiration.  
There are many other dissertations or theses on the study of villain-hero and 
Marlovian texts, such as Clara F. McIntyre’s “The Later Career of the Elizabethan 
Villain-hero” (1925), Sara Munson Deats and Lisa S. Starks’ “So neatly plotted, and 
so well perform’d: Villain as Playwright in Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta” (1992), 
Morgan Whaley’s “Doctor Faustus: Hero, Villain, or Hybrid” (2011). McIntyre mainly 
focused on Marlowe’s influence on the early nineteenth-century novels, in which the 
villain-hero gradually developed into the “Byronic hero”. Deats and Starks explored 
the dramaturgical importance of The Jew of Malta from the historicist and rhetorical 
perspective, with little ink spilled on the discussion of the villain-hero. Whaley, after 
a close examination of the necessary qualities of a tragic hero, concluded that Faustus, 
“neither fully bad nor fully good, straddles the fence between villain and hero, 
ultimately combining characteristics of the two to become the Elizabethan villain-
hero”. As we can see, almost all the studies on the villain-hero are framed under 
Boyer’s definition, essentially subject to Aristotle’s dictum. Although they emphasized 
the other meaning of the word “hero”—the leading role—in theory, unfortunately they 
were more or less confined to its narrower sense in practice, hence failed to recognize 
the core nature of villain-hero.   
In the mainland of China, Marlowe and his tragic plays have been largely 
neglected. Only one or two chapters in literary or history books give a brief 
introduction to Marlowe or the villain-hero. As Xiao Minghan stated, the term “villain-
hero” was a simple combination of two words, which failed to reflect the complicated 
personalities of such a man. Thus, he redefined this concept and renamed it as “Satanic 
hero”, who “has unusual heroic qualities, but also embody characters and values 
unacceptable to traditional people” (2009).  
On the whole, scholars and critics tend to see Marlowe and his heroes as 
Renaissance new men, who stand for values that are too new to have a majority behind 
them. Thus, in their views, a villain-hero is essentially a rebel, who struggles with the 
mainstream society for legitimate rights and interests, not only for himself, but for the 
public. As far as they are concerned, the key to understanding the villain-hero is to see 




Marlowe’s overreaching protagonists are great without being necessarily good, at least 
not in the conventional sense of moral good: Tamburlaine is a cruel world-destroying 
conqueror merciless towards his victims; Faustus signs a pact with the devil for his 
own selfish interests; Barabas oversteps all bounds of morality to slaughter his enemies 
and innocent victims indiscriminately.  
To stand out from the existing studies, I will try to present a relatively new and 
comprehensive study of this topic. What makes my critique different from all previous 
studies is that it will be conducted, as my title suggests, from the opposite perspective 
to concentrate on the villainous nature of the villain-hero, thus further exploring the 
tragic emotions aroused by such a tragic protagonist. To attempt such a study at the 
present time is difficult owing to the lack of detailed precedents. However, it is also a 
good opportunity to attract scholarly attention to Marlowe, not the man, but the 
tragedian, as well as his innovation of villain-hero.  
There are altogether four chapters in my thesis and my focus is Marlovian tragedy. 
But tragedy is a much older form of drama, first emerging in the ancient Greece and 
associated with the names of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. Chapter one aims 
to analyze Sophocles’ most famous tragedies—Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, 
and Antigone—under Aristotle’s theoretical frame. Sophocles’ plays are not only about 
fate but also about how humans face adversity with dignity; hence the emphasis on the 
greatness of the tragic protagonist. Basing his theorization on these tragedies, Aristotle 
proposes that pity and fear are the emotions proper to tragedy, which are best aroused 
by the fall of a decent man, one in general good, through some defect of his nature. To 
this highest type belong Agamemnon of Aeschylus and Oedipus the King of Sophocles, 
from which Aristotle draws the causes and necessary conditions of an excellent tragic 
drama. As George R. Noyes illustrates, our own purely human emotions are purged of 
disturbing elements, are deepened and purified by excitation of such lofty passions; in 
Aristotle’s term, this is the function of tragedy—catharsis. Chapter two studies how 
traditional scholars and critics put Marlowe’s heroes into Aristotle’s formula. They see 
Marlowe as a representative of Renaissance man, who advocates romantic humanism. 
In this sense, Tamburlaine is portrayed as a great world conqueror and ideal 
Renaissance emperor, whose aspirations are glorified as inspiring and soul-stirring to 




Faustus is seen as a diligent inquirer who chooses to pursue knowledge even at the 
price of his own life, and his heroic image is deepened by the fact that he still makes 
such a choice when he is clearly aware of its destructive consequences. Barabas is not 
simply a miser, whose desire for money is said to represent the spirit of capitalism, not 
greed denounced by Christianity, whose evil crimes are justified as self-defense and 
revenge against the Christian oppressor. Chapter three analyzes the villain-hero from 
another perspective, which involves the study of the broader context of Marlowe’s 
plays, as suggested by Cole, the context provided by the prevailing ideological currents 
in his day, and more particularly the heritage of theological thought (the Great Chain 
of Being) with which Marlowe himself must be familiar during his six years as a 
student preparing for priesthood at Corpus Christi College (3). It is only reasonable to 
expect that Marlowe graduated from Cambridge with more theological sophistication, 
rather than humanistic ideas as generally supposed. Also, it goes without saying that 
his portrait of the villain-hero was more or less dependent on the dramatic and 
philosophical ideas and concepts of his predecessors. So complex and important is the 
context that I have thought it best to introduce the study of Machiavellianism, and to 
conduct a review of evil roles in religious plays, Senecan plays, which on the other 
hand, can help us “measure more accurately the true achievement of his tragic art and 
distinguish more clearly the marks of his vision of tragedy”. In this sense, Tamburlaine 
the Great presents a spectacle of terror to its audience; The Tragic History of Doctor 
Faustus is developed from the pattern of morality play; and The Jew of Malta is a tale 
of insatiable greed. Following a case study of Marlowe’s tragedies, Chapter four 
explores his contribution to tragic art and its theory. After Marlowe’s success, the 
villain-hero at once became popular in the theatre of his time and of later periods, from 
which we can see Marlowe’s polysemous influence upon his peers, particularly upon 
his more famous contemporary, William Shakespeare. After a comprehensive analysis, 
it is obvious that Aristotle’s theory fails to accommodate the villain-hero, and his list 
of tragic emotions need to be modified. When facing such an evil figure, pity is not 
felt for the villain, but for his victims. Patently, fear alone is not sufficient to explain 
the overwhelming sense of horror, it is a deeper sense of the sublime, which arises 
when we are threatened by an extreme magnitude or a tremendous power.  




Aristotle’s Poetics and Greek tragedy, can greatly enhance our conceptualizations of 































Chapter One Sophoclean Hero and Aristotle’s Theories of Catharsis and 
Hamartia 
 
Tragedy in the western world has experienced ups and downs in the past two 
thousand five hundred years, sometimes being popular, and sometimes ignored. In the 
long course when people show great passion to tragic art, we call it a peak. As observed 
by John Orr, “there are three major events in the history of world drama, these are the 
emergence of classical tragedy in ancient Greece, the renaissance of tragic form in 
sixteenth-century England and seventeenth-century France, and finally the more 
diffuse tragic drama of modern civilization...” (xi). The subject of this study is part of 
the second peak of tragic drama and its purpose is to identify unique characteristics of 
Marlowe’s tragic heroes which should be examined in the 2500-year history of drama.  
Any inquiry into tragedy must take into account Aristotle’s Poetics, the first theoretical 
work in the history of Western aesthetics that deals comprehensively with the topic of tragedy. 
The great philosopher once studied and taught in Athens, which was still the center of 
an intellectually splendid culture, if a little past the peak of its creative art. Before his 
time, Greek tragic drama had appeared and reached its pinnacle in the hands of 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. It was on their tragic works that Aristotle based 
his theories. Hence, it makes no sense to probe into his treatise and its subsequent 
influence without any reference to its firm base in Greek tragedy, especially 
Sophocles’, among which Oedipus the King was regarded as the most perfect example 
of the tragic art. 
The life of Sophocles (496-406 BCE) virtually spanned the golden age of Athens, 
thus his whole life embodied the spirit of Athens. Born into a prosperous family, 
Sophocles was highly educated in mousike (learning) and gymastike (athletics). He 
was once chosen to lead the chorus to celebrate the Greek victory at Salamis, perhaps 
because of his personal beauty and noble grace. The atmosphere in which Sophocles 
lived fostered his passion for political and cultural activities, which made a difference 
in his own cast of thought and dramatic creation. In the political stage, he assumed the 
office of Hellenotamias in charge of the imperial treasury, and then was elected as one 
of the ten generals to serve with Pericles. As an Athenian noble, his involvement in the 




cult of Asclepius, a healing hero, was introduced into Athens.  
Distinguished as his public life was, Sophocles’ literary career proved to be even 
more brilliant. His first artistic triumph in 468 BCE marked the beginning of his 
successful writing career in the long course of which he won the prize of the tragic 
competitions more than 20 times, never finished worse than second. His last play, 
Oedipus at Colonus, was written just before death, two years before destruction and 
extinction of the Athenian, and performed posthumously by his grandson. It was lucky 
for Sophocles not to suffer the crushing defeat of his beloved state, but he knew already 
that Athens would lose the war. Hence, in the last months of his long life, Sophocles 
returned to the image of Oedipus, who was once painted as the ideal for Athenian 
courage and intelligence of those glory days, to present the hero’s twilight years, 
making a recompense for his sufferings, also for Athens.  
As second of the canonical Three, Sophocles has always been counted as the great 
mediating figure between Aeschylus (525-456 BCE) and Euripides (480-406 BCE), 
his older and younger contemporaries. Of the three greatest tragedians, Aeschylus, 
father of tragedy and the most theological one, set the tone and established a model in 
which his tragic hero has not merely courage, tenacity and endurance, more 
importantly the ability to grow, to learn through suffering; Euripides, the most tragic 
of the three, presented in grueling details the wreck of human lives with emphasis on 
denial of the individual under the control of the willful gods; Sophocles, the purest 
artist, was committed to displaying the actual state of human experience, and endowed 
his characters with massive integrity and powerful will, who were free to pursue self-
liberation. Ever since, Sophocles is seen as a tragic representative of Aristotelian 
middle against the “extremes” of his contemporaries, neither too conventional nor too 
radical, which is especially highlighted in the comparison of the three versions of 
Philoctetes by Dion of Prusa:  
 
[Sophocles] seems to stand between the two others, since he has neither the 
ruggedness and simplicity of Aeschylus nor the cleverness and urbanity of 
Euripides. Yet he produces a poetry which is august and majestic, highly tragic 
and euphonious in its diction, with the result that there is the fullest pleasure 
combined with sublimity and stateliness. (qtd. in Storey and Allan 113) 
 




greatest poet of all time was honored by the immediately subsequent generation. Even 
Plato, who banished poetry and poets from his ideal republic, was gentler in his attitude 
towards Sophocles. A consensus was reached that Sophocles was a blessed man 
“dipped in honey”, living a remarkably trouble-free life. A character in Phrynichos’ 
comedy entitled Muses made a charming comment: “fortunate was Sophocles: after a 
long life he died, a happy and accomplished man, after writing many fine tragedies he 
came to a happy end, enduring nothing that was evil.”  
And yet, one possible posthumous misfortune is the surviving selection of his 
works—only seven of more than one hundred attributed to him survive almost in their 
entirety. Fragments of known titles and quotations display a wide range of subject 
matters, among which those concerning the war bear his fertile achievements. The 
attempt to determine the chronological order of his extant plays should be allowed 
with some inaccuracy and uncertainty and placed as follows, supported by Ian C. and 




Late 430s—Trachinian Women 
Early 420s—Oedipus Tyrannus 
Late 410s—Electra 
409—Philoctetes 
401—Oedipus at Colonus (115)  
 
It can be seen that six out of seven extant plays are named after their respective central 
figure, which is characteristic of Sophocles’ tragedy. Interestingly, the most well-
known “Theban plays” (major subject of discussion in this chapter) are almost always 
presented together in later translated versions, although they were presumably 
produced over a space of several decades. In the three plays, the heroic figure may 
wear the mask of a brilliant and energetic ruler, a blind pathetic old beggar, or a young 
woman, but behind all these masks remains essentially the same type. The hero 
challenges the limitations imposed on human stature out of good intentions, but 
encounters the doom. To them, Sophocles refuses to bring a bright future which might 
help to mitigate the distress and terror of the present situation. Although similar 




“Sophoclean tragedy” to cover the variety and vitality of his plays. All that can be 
claimed here is that there is some basic likeness in the characters which strongly stands 
out to label them as Sophoclean hero.  
Generally speaking, Sophocles’ plays primarily deal with a common subject of 
tragedy, that is, human response to crisis, especially to suffering and death. Death is 
not necessary, as long as the serious damage to human feelings is irremediable and 
incurable. The purest artist created the sort of characters that ought to be created in 
particular circumstances, and employed the plots in all possible ways to portray the 
personality of his hero. The tragic predicament can arise primarily through the hero’s 
own making, through the very nature of his circumstance, through the will of heaven, 
or more commonly, through a combination of these. The circumstances may differ, but 
in each case, the tragic hero never does evil consciously, yet suffers alone in a tragic 
dilemma where possible disaster can only be averted by a compromise that would 
contradict his self-identity, his rights, his duties, and his dignity. Undoubtedly, the 
heroic individual decides against submission, setting himself against all waves of 
friendly advice, verbal threats or physical violence; he stays true to himself, to his 
physis (something very like nature inherited from parents in Sophocles’ words) until 
the point of utter destruction, of which comes dramatic conflict: of the young Oedipus’ 
obstinate pursuit of full truth, first about the murder of Laius and then about his own 
origins; of the old Oedipus’ unmoved resolve to reward friends and punish enemies; 
of Antigone’s unswerving loyalty and love to her brother.  
The gods or great tragedians, seldom select weak men to bear heroic 
characteristics and destinies. The tragic hero may respond to a challenge with energy 
and defiance, or he may confront his destiny more stoically. Surrounding him are 
various figures who respond variously to his actions, usually with harsh criticism or 
rarely with support. The vain attempt to sway or stop the heroes can only be greeted 
with strong denunciation and rebuff. It is plain to see the young Oedipus’ furious rage 
towards Tiresias’ refusal to speak and Creon’s self-defense of innocence; the old 
Oedipus’ wild anger at Creon’s sophistry, threats, violence and his son’s appeal; 
Antigone’s fierce wrath towards Ismene’s sisterly persuasion, Creon’s menace and the 
chorus’ disapproval. The actions of the less characters throw into sharp relief the 




Classical fatalism alone does not provide the grounds for Sophocles' tragedy; 
when confronted with his destiny, the heroic individual is free to act, which implies 
his part or full responsibility. In the tragic world created by Sophocles, the hero, 
unsupported by the surrounding people and abandoned (or they feel abandoned) by the 
gods, takes a lonely path to struggle with fate and refuses to accept human limitations. 
Oedipus at Thebes alienates himself from Tiresias, then Creon, is finally deserted by 
the chorus and Jocasta, but determined to find out the truth, alone. And at Colonus he 
is first rejected with horror by the chorus, reproved by Theseus, threatened by Creon, 
and finally marches to his death, alone. Antigone is alone in her way because she is 
the only one to disobey Creon’s edict, and is finally buried alive, alone. It is precisely 
this fact, as Bernard M. W. Knox suggests, that makes possible the greatness of the 
Sophoclean heroes; the greatness of actions is theirs alone (5). Clean separation from 
the rest of the world urges the hero to turn to the origins of life and to utter passionate 
desire for death from the bottom of his heart. Oedipus at Thebes, the only powerful 
and successful Sophoclean hero (in Aristotelian sense), calls for death when he appears 
to be murderer of Laius, and then begs to be expelled to the mountains to die. The old 
Oedipus comes to Colonus to end years of wanderings, and die in his promised place 
of rest. Antigone proudly chooses death and counts it as a supreme glory, even a gain. 
The Sophoclean heroes live by their own principles, and choose their death voluntarily. 
However, in the process, they are free to act and more or less responsible for the 
ultimate misfortunes (with the gods appearing sometimes at the turn of action without 
obvious concern and appreciation for them), and finally bring themselves through 
sufferings to a victory or in most cases a fall, which are intricately fused in a weird 
unity. It is through such a course of hard struggle that those larger-than-life heroes 
somehow achieve the true greatness and pure triumph without help or encouragement 
of others. In short, Sophoclean tragedy tends to employ the similar situation and 
formulas of a decent hero with intransigent concentration on the set purpose and 
presents his final fall, which we shall now attempt to elaborate in detail, for such an 
assertion cannot be supported simply by character analysis without objective basis in 





1.1 Oedipus the Ideal Tragic Hero 
The tale of Oedipus is of a noble man plunged suddenly from prosperity and 
power to destruction and humiliation. We see the hero both at the highest and lowest 
social statuses. Oedipus, whom in the opening scene the Priest calls “most powerful 
of all”, whom all “humble suppliants” beg for help, is finally polluted, blind, expelled 
from the land he ruled and loved, from the people who respected him. As we know, 
Oedipus is doomed from or even before his birth. Laius, Oedipus’ father, was once 
driven out of Thebes in his youth. Having been received by Pelops, he developed a 
homosexual passion and seduced Chrysippus (Pelops’ son), who committed suicide 
unavenged for shame. Then, Laius was cursed not to have any children, and if he did, 
he would be killed by his own son. Afraid of the prophecy, Laius pierced Oedipus’ 
ankles immediately after his birth and ordered a shepherd to leave him on Mount 
Cithaeron. However, Oedipus was saved by another shepherd and adopted by King of 
Corinth, Polybus and his wife, Merope. When he just reached his adulthood, his 
parentage was questioned. So he journeyed to inquire the Oracle of Apollo without 
getting a clear answer from his parents, only to be told that he was doomed to kill his 
father and marry his mother. Unaware of Corinth as his adopted, second home, 
Oedipus decided to go to another land to avoid his destined lot. Unfortunately, on his 
way towards Thebes, Oedipus encountered an old man at a meeting of three roads, and 
killed him as well as his attendants in an argument, except one who fled in fear. When 
he approached Thebes, Oedipus solved the Sphinx’s riddle, a ferocious monster sent 
to punish Thebes for Laius’ crimes, freeing Thebans from the malevolent spell. Thus, 
Oedipus claimed the old king’s scepter and queen. This is where Sophocles sets his 
tragedy. Oedipus, well admired and respected, rules for many years in peace and 
prosperity, during which Jocasta bore him four children. Then, another plague sweeps 
Thebes, for the slayer of Laius is as yet undiscovered. Creon—Jocasta’s brother—is 
sent to seek Delphi oracle for possible solutions. Oedipus is resolved to find the 
murderer, thus a series of interrogations begin, taking the action to its climax. The 
blind prophet Tiresias urges him to quit the search, the result of which would be his 
own downfall. Jocasta supplies details of the murder, and the two shepherds arrive 
with more and more corroborative evidence against Oedipus. Awakening to the truth, 




denounced. The final evidence is revealed by the second shepherd. Jocasta, ashamed 
and anguished, hangs herself, while Oedipus, snatching the brooches from her dead 
body, blinds himself in great shock and requests self-exile for expiation, thereby 
bringing judgement down on his own head that he swears to carry out at the beginning.  
Oedipus, Oidipous in Greek, has double meanings. For one thing, Oidi may be 
read as “I know”, which indicates Oedipus’ extraordinary intelligence (to solve the 
riddle of Sphinx as an example), and cognition of the world. For another, pous may 
signify “swollen foot”, a reminder of the yoking of Oedipus’ feet after his birth, thus 
urging him to confront the limits of his intellectual strength and realize his mortality. 
In many aspects Oedipus’ name resembles the man who bears it. It changes from a 
pride in knowledge to an acceptance of deformity, which symbolizes an inner change 
in his character, thus compelling us to examine him more fully.  
So, who is Oedipus? Various answers are given by critics that Oedipus is a guilty 
man being punished by just gods, or an innocent man being destroyed by arbitrary 
gods, or an ordinary man beset by sex jealousy of his father. Among them, Aristotle 
first points out that Oedipus is a decent man, but has faults of temper and pride, and 
makes errors in judgement. The hero is set to be of noble birth: as highbred he is 
supposed to act in accordance with certain ethical standards, for example, in the family 
he should be loyal to other family members. However, Oedipus is put in an awkward 
position. Out of his belief and love to his supposed parents in Corinth, Oedipus 
resolves to deny predestination, but only turns out to be unfilial to his natural parents 
and falls into the trap of fate. 
The first scene opens with the plague-stricken city, where the people in despair 
gather in front of the altar to implore Oedipus, who is thought to be supremely 
competent in trouble-shooting, to exercise his consummate wisdom for their physical 
relief once again. The opening scene shows Oedipus in his magnificence, as a good 
king who is so concerned about the welfare of his people that he comes to them himself. 
Oedipus addresses his people as “my children” as behooved of a good king, and the 
priest glorifies the king as the noblest man with inspiration and wisdom of god, who 
has always become the ultimate and almost the only hope at the time of crisis. We can 
see that Oedipus is generally a good man of respectable moral values and personality, 




everything he does as a man and king. However, when Creon approaches with answer 
from Apollo, another possibility emerges unknowingly, seeing Oedipus not as a hero, 
but the most polluted individual being. Yet at this very point, Oedipus, a frank and 
passionate hero, has Creon’s news published to all, and makes his decision to lift the 
curse laid upon Thebes, “not only for old friends but also for myself must I drive away 
this defilement” (Lines 137-38); and this is what he obstinately clings to, deaf to all 
dissuasion, until the full truth is revealed clearly. So conceived, the more determinant 
Oedipus is, the more ironic the reversal will be. He then delivers an extended 
proclamation and most vicious curses, making it hardly possible for the guilty to 
escape punishment or anyone to shield them. The noble king, who appears generous, 
high-minded, and prompt to act as ever, calls down upon his own head a doom so 
terrible.  
The tragic hero gradually proceeds to the ultimate fall, and much is revealed on 
the way. Oedipus once killed a man, but not altogether unjustly; he solved the riddle 
of Sphinx, a “good” act greatly appreciated. His marriage with the king’s widow was 
approved by the people, and entered into only when he believed himself free of the 
terrible oracle. The people appreciated his past favor, and they pinned their last hope 
on him in the current predicament. However, as the plot develops, Oedipus reveals 
negative traits which they could have hardly welcomed. The king appears increasingly 
arrogant, prideful, overweening, suspicious, and hot-tempered. These revelations 
startle the chorus to reiterate the old, hard doctrines of hubris, and devoutly call on 
Zeus: 
 
The man who struts through life 
vicious and arrogant in word and act, 
who does not fear Justice 
nor honors the gods— 
may evil befall him 
for such insolent impiety. (883-88) 
… 
O Zeus, as you are indeed called, ruler of all, 
do not be unaware of this. 
For the old prophecies about Laius  
are already dismissed, and Apollo’s glory dimmed. (905-8) 
 




by what they prophesied, and respect the prophet before he is irritated by apparently 
“unjust and false” charges. Yet he is overconfident in his own analysis and 
understanding of the reality. Oedipus accuses Tiresias of complicity in the murder and 
ridicules him as “a deaf, witless and blind man, blind in all his senses” (371); while 
Tiresias, initially reluctant to reveal the evil, is finally provoked by his groundless 
charges to utter “guilty knowledge” from the gods. Gradually, Oedipus’ self-
confidence slides into self-conceit in boast of his “surpassing skill in every art of life” 
(381): 
 
There was need of a prophet— 
but neither from birds nor gods did you learn 
the answer. It was I, Oedipus,  
the ignorant, who stopped her, who triumphed 
through my own intelligence, not the help of gods or birds. (394-98) 
 
Oedipus’ consciousness of nobility urges him to shoulder responsibility of 
restoring the state and returning life to normal for the benefit of his people to extract 
the truth from Tiresias, though he shows a slight trace of a tyrant here. On the whole, 
Oedipus is a good king with deep concern for his people, a loving husband and caring 
father with deep affection for his wife and children. Besides the obligations to state 
and family, Oedipus performs religious duties; he is not essentially impious, but 
evidently believes in the gods. If he were not a devout man, Oedipus would neither 
quit Corinth to inquire oracle, nor send Creon to Delphi for possible solutions. His 
faith in the gods only collapses in deep agony or in extreme anger; that is why he 
denies the prophecy of Tiresias, which gives a heavy blow to his dignity. Ironically, 
the sighted and insightful king cannot see the truth of where he lives and whom he 
lives with, while the blind prophet sees the real state of affairs. Tiresias’ deliberate 
silence is enough, as Oedipus says, to madden even a stone, but the heroic anger 
exceeds the worst what the prophet could foresee and finally provokes him to speak 
out what he had intended to keep hidden:  
 
A beggar not a rich man, blind who now has eyes,  
hesitantly tapping his staff through a foreign land,  
he will be exposed as brother and father 




to the woman who bore him, sharer of the marriage bed  
with the father he murdered. (455-60) 
 
A dramatically wonderful paradox is presented here: the tracing hero is the traced 
murderer, the curser is the one to be cursed, the day of birth bears destruction, the 
foreigner is found to be the native, and the savior of the state turns out to be the polluter 
who has caused the plague. As Richard Sewall states, in the tragic vision, Oedipus is 
a weird mixture of “guilt and innocence, beauty and ugliness, goods and bads”, 
inseparable and interwoven (33).  
The hero is so adamant in the quest of truth that attempts or efforts to advise, 
persuade or warn him come to no avail; he will not listen, but hears enough to know 
that he is under attack, and reacts swiftly and violently. The noble king moves towards 
new heights of self-assertion and intransigence. In the encounter with Tiresias, 
Oedipus reveals his ominous qualities which others have not expected. The sudden 
charge leads him to strike back in a fury of self-protection. The reverent tone in which 
he first addressed Tiresias turns into vituperation and threats, which starts to reveal the 
dark side of his nature. The prophet, though justly indignant at Oedipus’ accusations, 
is a good man but never a tragic hero, as he falls short of the heroic resolve to seek the 
truth. He is involved in telling the future without any comment or interference. Better 
for man not to know either the worst or the best about his nature so as to bear fate 
easier, where stands the distinction between him and Oedipus. 
Then, in angry exchanges with Creon, Oedipus appears even more arrogant, 
conceited, suspicious, sensitive and hot-tempered. His personal affection for his 
brother-in-law makes Creon’s betrayal, though only in his imagination, intolerable. 
Creon, like Tiresias, speaks justly for self-defense against Oedipus’ groundless 
accusations: “would anyone choose to rule with all the feat that brings, rather than 
sleep in peace, yet with the same power?” (584-86). He is a professionally moderate 
man, who scrupulously abides by his duties to stand in the middle of the way, safe and 
sane. In his eyes, Oedipus is mindless and senseless, without capacity for rational 
reflection and moderation. As the plot unfolds, Oedipus’ energy takes on a darker hue. 
Sophocles is not intended to draw a perfect tragic protagonist, who gradually loses 




Tiresias and Creon of their supposed complicity. Obviously, the same personality traits 
dominate his actions in the past: he killed Laius in outrage, though it was done in self-
defense and in total ignorance of Laius’ identity. Otherwise, Oedipus is the son of Laius 
and naturally inherits his hot-headedness, thus it is no wonder that they neither give 
way to the other. It is a momentary slip that reverses his previous efforts. If his rage 
towards Laius reflects aggressiveness of a young hero, then rage towards Tiresias and 
Creon may demonstrate arrogance and arbitrariness of a mature king: 
 
Power and wealth, kingship and skill 
surpassing skill in every art of life— 
how they all produce only envy! 
And is it because of this power—which the city 
granted of its own free will, unasked for— 
that Creon, whom I trusted as a friend,  
now tries to undermine and depose me 
by sending this trickster, this wizard 
who can see nothing but his own gain,  
being blind in his supposed art? (380-89) 
 
Being temporarily blinded by wealth and kingship, Oedipus here is unable to assess 
the present by the past. “Wicked, heartless man”, Oedipus condemns Tiresias, and 
Creon fares no better: “you—wretch—how dare you show your face? Or are you so 
shameless that you come to my house openly, as an acknowledged murderer, who 
schemes to rob me of my kingdom?” (531-35). Desire and longing for power swell 
rapidly in Oedipus, which is strikingly contrasted with his previous statement. And 
when he reluctantly grants Creon a suspended execution of death sentence, he shows 
no lessening of repugnance or no sign of repentance: “wherever he is, I shall always 
hate him” (672). But generally he is a good king and savior of his people, who only 
loses his reason and thinks out the wrong course of action under extreme stress. We 
are inclined to regard Oedipus as a good ruler in spite of his defects.  
The violent wrangle draws Jocasta from the palace, who separates the two 
“quarreling children” and rates them for their unseemly actions when the city needs 
them. Thankfully, Oedipus’ love for his wife allows Jocasta to over-persuade him and 
prompts him to tell the deepest fear buried in his heart bottom. To still her husband’s 
worries, Jocasta brings about a dreadful “consolation” to deny authority of oracles, 




realizes that he himself is likely to be the slayer of Laius, subject to the curses 
pronounced by himself.  
Jocasta reveals her avoidant personality in response to shackles of fate. All her 
efforts are made to keep her husband out of trouble, first she acted with Laius to 
abandon the child at birth on the pathless mountainside in fear of the horrible prophecy; 
and then she persistently denies the authority of the Oracle to still Oedipus’ worries 
with reference to failure of the oracle about Laius’ death. In a moment of seeming 
triumph, she even tends to claim that all human affairs are dominated by chance, and 
that an oracle can be fulfilled subconsciously in a dream. However, she does not 
venture to claim the unfulfilled oracle from the god himself, but from one of his priests. 
Her skepticism is not deep, since she, once in trouble, turns to the gods to remove 
Oedipus’ fear of the future and his dread of the past. The arrival of the Corinthian 
messenger gives her temporary consolation and relief so that she slips into a cynicism 
to deny all divine power: 
 
Why be afraid? 
Chance rules us all. 
No one can foresee the future. 
Best live in the present, making no plans.  
And why should you fear the bed of your mother? 
Many a man has slept with his mother in dreams. 
He who dismisses such thoughts lives easiest. (977-83) 
 
Oedipus is temporarily tempted by Jocasta’s blandishments, but unfortunately, the 
Corinthian messenger, with good intensions gone terribly wrong, accidentally drives 
the final nail into Oedipus’ coffin. In the midst of his destiny, Oedipus would not reject 
any hint, or one bit of the prophecy. It is now clear that Oedipus is brother and father 
of his children, son and husband of his wife, slayer and supplanter of his father. Jocasta, 
who dare not reveal the truth she herself has just come to understand, implores Oedipus 
to quit the search for his identity. However, Oedipus is too inflexible to change his 
mind, “having come so far, do you think I can hold back myself back from trying to 
learn the truth of my birth?” (1058-59), “you cannot stop me from learning the truth” 
(1065). Jocasta makes the supreme evasion of taking her own life; while Oedipus 




then Creon, and finally being deserted by the chorus and Jocasta.  
When the truth is laid bare, Oedipus bursts out in violent rage and fierce 
resentment against those who are supposedly responsible. He hurls a curse at the 
shepherd who cut the fetters from his ankles and saved him from death. Oedipus, once 
counting himself as “a child of fortune”, now feels being hated and rejected by the 
gods, with his keen sight turning out to be blindness, his profound knowledge 
ignorance, his absolute confidence and beautiful visions illusion. The total isolation 
from the rest of the world spares him the only choice to death, since surrender signifies 
spiritual self-destruction, an intolerable betrayal of his heroic physis. In the crisis of 
life, the strong sense of identity, of independence, of individual values, encourages the 
hero to keep the original self to the absolute end. Thus, the only hope that time will 
change him can never be fulfilled. Oedipus does truly recognize the injustice done to 
Creon, but by the end he remains the same imperious character as at the very beginning, 
making requests to Creon in a tone of command, refusing persuasion, and holding on 
to his own views, until he is reminded that “you cannot control everything, all your 
former power is ended” (1523-24). However, no one shall have power over Oedipus, 
as he claims that “do not tell me how things are best done nor try to give me advice” 
(1369-70). He is free to choose between life and death; now he is determined to bear 
his destiny to the very end until a heroic death.  
Then, what has been the ruin of Oedipus: some cause beyond or within him? 
According to Aristotle, Oedipus is an ideal tragic hero because he is not perfect, but 
has some tragic flaw. Oedipus is neither a saint nor a villain; despite his good qualities, 
he falls into misery because of his mistakes. Indeed, fate plays a role in his life; 
however, Oedipus sets his own conditions for existence. At the outset, Oedipus is 
highly appreciated and respected by all as “the most powerful and noblest man” for 
his intellectual strength. As explained by himself, he is stricken most of all, as everyone 
else laments individually, while his soul groans for the whole city. A tragic king, 
capable and responsible, is properly drawn here. Otherwise, he would not pity 
desperate pleas and assume the responsibility of finding a solution. When Apollo’s 
oracle was delivered back, he could have left Laius’ murder alone, but a sense of 
righteousness drives him to action. In this case, Apollo tells the future but never forces 




hero’s free will. In a sense, Oedipus is not a victim, but an active agent to blind his 
own eyes and send himself into exile: “Apollo, my friends, it was Apollo who made 
me do these acts which caused such suffering. But it was my own hands, no one else’s, 
that blinded me” (1329-31). It may be Apollo’s will, but he totally acts with his own 
human hands, for nothing is sweet to see, to hear, or to feel. If possible, he could block 
any other sensory channels to completely disconnect himself with the world of men. 
In the agony of his new-found knowledge, Oedipus in his blindness and misery, still 
asserts himself again as a powerful, imperious personality. 
Two possible heroes are properly drawn here: one is Oedipus the king—powerful 
yet compassionate, the other is Oedipus the man with heroic will. The most admirable 
virtue in his noble character is recognized to be the unswerving courage and insistence 
with which he faces and discovers the facts which he might have left untouched. 
Oedipus poses a challenge to divine authority, a power that is always and eventually 
done in Sophocles’ plays. However, in confrontation with an unjust fate, his inflexible 
resolution easily slides into stubbornness, self-conceit, aggressiveness, impatience, 
foolhardiness, or blind rage, especially in the scenes with Tiresias and Creon, even 
with his loving wife. At the end, even the hero himself recognizes in his own haste the 
cause of his misfortunes. Still, Oedipus achieves the true greatness through his loyalty 
to his nature and his refusal to give in to misfortunes in the struggle with fate until the 
last moment of self-destruction, without help or encouragement from the gods, 
inspiring not only tragic sadness but reverence.  
Oedipus the King can be taken as a typical tragic hero in classical dramatic art. 
Aristotle based his observation about heroic qualities upon the example of Oedipus. 
He is a king of excellence and esteem; simultaneously he is too proud and arrogant, 
and presumes too much about his personal ability and strength. As Gilbert Norwood 
concludes, not specially virtuous, not specially wicked, though full of love and pity for 
his people and active in taking measures to protect their safety, he is too imperious, 
suspicious, and choleric (149). In his search for the murderer of Laius for the good of 
the city, he brings destruction upon himself, death to his queen, and dreadful future for 
his daughters. Though he has faults of temper and makes a wrong judgement, he never 
consciously does evil, yet suffers. In this sense, his position is as frail as ours; like the 




what tragedy should make us learn. The tragic hero learns from his own tragic flaw, 
and becomes an example to the audience of what happens when a good man falls from 
his prosperity, the lesson of which is presented in Oedipus at Colonus.  
The blind Oedipus, after years of lonely exile from Thebes, is seeking a final 
dwelling to rest in peace as promised by Apollo. The previous irascible and powerful 
king, despised and rejected, now breathes a strange air of kingly pride alternating with 
helplessness, of fiery passions with profound serenity. A blind, dirty, old man is a 
visually improper subject for heroic worship, who opens the play with a speech void 
of heroic temper: 
 
Who will take us in today 
and offer alms to wandering Oedipus— 
I who ask for little and get less— 
though whatever it is will be enough.  
Time, the fate I have suffered, and lastly, noble birth,  
my companions for years, have taught me to accept whatever comes. (3-8) 
…… 
We come as friendly strangers  
to learn from the citizens the right thing to do. (12-13)  
 
This is a new Oedipus, different from the blind yet critical one we saw at the close of 
the first play. He has learnt resignation in the lesson of time, the most valuable one in 
his life. The humility of this speech sharply reminds us that he is no longer the 
imperious king, but becomes humble almost to the point of self-effacement. The old 
man is waiting patiently and submissively for death.  
The nearby city seems to him only anther temporary pause in the long years of 
wanderings. At this moment, he does not realize that it is the place for his final reward 
of eternal rest. His first chance encounter with an inhabitant of Colonus is not 
auspicious, as he is abruptly interrupted and ordered off when he is about to speak. He 
has trod on the holy ground claimed by the all-seeing Eumenides, daughters of Earth 
and Darkness. But as soon as he senses that the ground on which he has trespassed is 
his destined end among the fearful goddesses, Oedipus’ old mastery and confidence 
return. The humility of the exhausted, homeless vagrant has gone in a second; Oedipus 
announces his resolve in an absolute, emphatic term which recalls the heroic king: 




45). The pathetic vagrant of the opening scene now demands a meeting with Theseus, 
the King of Athens, and states emphatically that he brings a boon to this land. 
Ambiguous though the promise is, the puzzled stranger is well-impressed to recognize 
Oedipus’ noble birth and leaves Oedipus in the sacred grove when he tries to talk this 
over with his fellow citizens.  
Oedipus, blind and feeble, is the man to be pitied, but the change has already 
begun. The first stranger treats him with mingled pity and respect, “I can tell you are 
nobly born, even though down on your luck” (76-77). But the chorus feel as terrible to 
see as to hear Oedipus. Having cajoled Oedipus away from the goddesses’ seats with 
promise of no harm, they force him to reveal his name and origins. Appalled to learn 
that this is the cursed Oedipus, they break their promise and order him to go far away 
from this land before he brings more ill fortune. Oedipus must fight for his final rest 
promised by Apollo. The horror comes from his past, thus the most effective way is to 
reopen all his wounds to defend himself. Oedipus repeatedly labors the point of his 
ignorance and moral innocence, thus not being guilty, as “it was the others who 
knowingly destroyed me” (274). But now he comes to act positively, not to suffer 
passively, act in knowledge and power rather than in ignorance.  He comes holy and 
reverent, bearing a blessing for this land. This surprising declaration is again vaguely 
made here along with a plea to send for the king.  
Then, Ismene brings what he needs to know. A new prophecy from Delphi has 
been delivered that he will be sought after by Thebans, alive or dead, for the sake of 
their own victory and regime. However, the Thebans try to play a double game: to 
exclude Oedipus from his native land and yet to keep control over his grave. It seems 
to contradict with the known oracle which promised his final rest among the sacred 
grove of the irresistible Maidens. Gradually it is made clear that the well-being of a 
city will depend on the possession of Oedipus’ body. “Then they will never get me in 
their power” (408), he replies more emphatically, and understands his heroic destiny 
and his power to bless and curse. He chooses the Attic soil as the resting place to bring 
victory to his friends and defeat to enemies. The introduction of internecine battle 
between his sons here further demonstrates the greatness of his power. He prays that,   
 




and may the outcome for them both 
depend only on me—this battle 
in which they’re locked, spear to spear. 
Let neither he who holds the scepter and throne 
remain in place, nor the one he banished 
ever return. (421-27) 
 
Here this aged Oedipus seems to be once more the young king, fiercely angry and 
utterly confident. This speech is ended with both appeal for help and promise of 
protection, again he claims himself a savior for Athens: 
 
For if you, strangers, and your Awesome Goddesses,  
guardians of all, are willing to protect me,  
then this city will have a savior,  
and my enemies be confounded and protected. (457-60) 
 
The elders now treat him with respectful sympathy, and advise him to perform the rites 
of purification in order to seek forgiveness for his trespass on untouchable ground. 
Oedipus’ willingness to follow their suggestions shows his eagerness to resume contact 
with the goddesses, an attitude sharply in contrast with his growing resolution to 
disconnect with men.  
        With Ismene left to make proper rituals, the elders suddenly return to the horrors 
of Oedipus’ past incest and patricide, again compelling him to expose his shameful 
sufferings. It is in this tense atmosphere that Theseus comes face to face with his 
strange visitor. A natural nobility through birth immediately draws the old and young 
man together. Without any reference to the possible reward, Theseus asserts absolute 
protection over Oedipus simply because of his similar experience and rational 
cognition: “I am well aware that I am only a man—with no more control of the future 
than anyone else” (566-68). However, Oedipus offers a fair exchange of interests, 
benefit for benefit, rather than throws himself at the mercy of superior strength. His 
gift, says the old man, is his wretched body of greater worth than its appearance. It will 
bring both profit, for the power is granted by the gods, and trouble, for Thebans will 
pursue it at all costs. He further explains that his grave guarantees an Athenian victory 
over Thebes in the future, though Theseus sees no possibility of war between the two 





Dearest son of Aegeus, it is the gods alone 
who do not have to age and die.  
Everything else is overcome by the power of time. 
The earth decays, the body wastes away, 
trust dies while bad faith flourishes 
and friendship withers between 
the closest comrades and neighboring cities. 
For some it happens soon, for others later 
that pleasure fades and then again is sweet— (607-15) 
 
It is the lesson that Oedipus has learnt in his suffering, and now he passes on the 
knowledge of all-powerful time and human ignorance to the young king. As he speaks 
of the defeat of Thebans by Athenians, the words take on a daemonic wrath: “When 
that happens, my sleeping, buried corpse, cod in death, will lap hot blood—if Zeus is 
still Zeus and Zeus’ son Apollo’s words are true” (621-23). His anger, driven by his 
passionate nature, takes the form of desire for vengeance, of curses on his enemies. In 
most cases, heroic anger is invoked by the feeling that he is treated dishonorably. 
Earlier in the play, Oedipus calls on the chorus not to dishonor him (286); later he 
claims that he was brutally and dishonorably banished from his homeland (428), and 
repeats curses on his sons to teach them to honor not to scorn parents (1377). But any 
waves of condemnation or persuasion of the heroic tempter will break in vain. “O 
foolish man”, Theseus speaks harshly to Oedipus, “it is useless to be angry with 
misfortune” (592). Oedipus just replies that “when you hear my story you can advise 
me, but spare me now” (593). It is not easy to tell the hero anything against his own 
will; he will not listen. 
Theseus, unlike the stubborn hero, learns from his lesson, and accepts his gift for 
Athens. For another thing, Oedipus has requested just a refuge, but he is given much 
more; Theseus makes him an Athenian citizen under the protection of the whole city. 
Among Sophocles’ characters, Theseus comes near to a perfect model of modesty, 
which is appreciated but seldom possessed by the protagonists. He is well aware of the 
danger of anger and the force of persuasion, as well as equal rights and fragility of 
men. As such a noble man, his complete and unreserved acceptance of Oedipus 
overshadows the attitude of the hypocritical Thebans represented by Creon, who is 
close at hand to take Oedipus back with resort to any available means. 




to “come back to your city and the home of your fathers” (756), which is already 
known as a lie. Apollo’s promised advantage, as Creon sees, should serve for his own 
ends, rather than a recompense for Oedipus’ sufferings. He pretends to express pity for 
Oedipus and Antigone, who are forced to embark in the long-exiled journey, while 
essentially insinuating that the old man is squeezing the poor girl to dedicate all her 
energies and youth. His harsh speeches, “one cannot deny the obvious” (754), suggest 
that the pollution is too great to be hidden, and urge the hero to face the hurting part 
again. Oedipus, blind though he is, sees through Creon’s petty shrewdness—he knows 
Creon just intends to claim the benefit. Creon here has nothing to do with the one who 
bears the hero’s unjustified fury in Oedipus the King. This time the condemnation is 
what he deserves. His apparent kindness hardly conceals his real intention, which is 
revealed by Oedipus: “You have come, not to take me back to my home, but to settle 
me outside your city’s borders, so that Thebes will be protected from Athens” (784-
86). Now Oedipus, with the target of his rage standing before him, prophesies in his 
own name with the power of the oracle as confirmation. “This favor I shall not grant—
instead, my avenging spirit will haunt that place, and as for my children, their only 
portion of my land will be sufficient place to bury them” (787-90).  
Then, Creon proves the justice of the heroic wrath by turning to force with which 
he has already taken away Ismene; now seizes Antigone and threatens to lay hands on 
Oedipus. This Oedipus, a blind old man of physical weakness, judges men fairly and 
accurately, knows fully, sees clearly, for his inner cognition and spiritual strength are 
growing. This transformation takes Creon in shock and surprise, as he expects to see 
the Oedipus of the opening scene, a man learnt concession and submission through 
time and suffering: “Miserable creature—you seem to have learned nothing in all these 
years” (804-5). Just as observed by Knox, the old man before him seems to be the 
same tyrannous he once knew and feared (157). “How little good you do yourself—
no more now than in the past when, ignoring all advice, you let wild rage destroy you” 
(853-55). The heroic rage has been reborn in the old Oedipus in a greater sense. 
Fraud and force have both failed, Creon turns to calculated persuasion on Theseus. 
He dresses up his schemes on the grounds that Athens would not accept a polluted man, 
without the slightest regard for the dignity and feelings of Oedipus. Much more than 




allow such a criminal to dwell in the city. The aged Oedipus gets more intolerant and 
sensitive about any reference to his pollution so that he makes a detailed speech in his 
own defense to emphasize his unknowingness and involuntariness; even his father, if 
still alive, would not speak against him. Creon’s disrespect and mockery invoke 
Oedipus to launch a new, personal curse, just as the young king hurls curses on his 
enemies. As Knox sees, this absolute, furious and ruthless justice is what Oedipus the 
king tended to deal with Creon, but it was based on ignorance; the aged Oedipus seems 
to be once more the young king, furiously angry in his administration of justice, 
completely sure of himself, but this time he is justified (147). Creon’s stratagem to 
drive a wedge fails, while Oedipus’ attempts to justify himself succeed. Theseus ends 
their fierce exchanges abruptly, and orders rescue of the kidnapped maidens and 
protection of Oedipus’ rights even at the risk of war.  
With restoration of the daughters to his arms, Oedipus repays with words of 
thanks, but not allows himself to have physical contact with others, as claimed 
innocence alone would not purify his pollution. At this point, the action tends to be 
almost done. “Even should I die I would not be entirely wretched”, says the old man, 
“now the two of you are here with me” (1110-11). But the earthquake, thunder, and 
lightning-bolt from Zeus has not yet come to call Oedipus to death. A mysterious man 
from Argos is waiting at the altar to speak with him. Oedipus immediately realizes that 
it is his hated son to beg for help against Eteocles, and firmly rejects to hear him, for 
he already knows that his son’s words are the most hateful. Yet his gratitude to friends 
and love for daughters allow Theseus and Antigone to persuade him to make a slight 
compromise reluctantly. There is little for Polyneices to say. He can only seek pardon 
for his guilt, promise to make up for the past mistake, and try to evoke a pity in his 
father. Both Polyneices and Creon seek to take advantage of the oracle for their own 
ends but only to receive curses from Oedipus. Their difference is that, as Webster 
observes, Polyneices is the potentially noble character with the heroic sense of honor 
which has gone wrong (74). He is really shocked at his father’s misery, and makes no 
attempt to hide his true intentions. His last words stir Oedipus to an explosion of wrath, 






So go—I spit on you and deny I am your father,  
you foulest of beings. Take these curses 
I heap upon you: that you will not defeat  
your native land by force of arms nor even return 
to the valley of Argos, but will die by a kindred hand 
and slay the one who drove you out.  
Thus I curse you—to dwell in the hateful  
paternal darkness of Tartarus, 
and I call on the goddesses of this place, and upon Ares, 
who inflamed you and your brother both  
with this terrible hatred. (1383-93) 
 
Despite the curse, despite the pleas, Polyneices, stubborn and inflexible as his father, 
decides to go to fight all the same. “Can’t you see how this man’s prophecies will be 
fulfilled—and you two will kill each other” (1424-25). “But who, having heard these 
dreadful prophecies, will follow you?” (1428). As shown in these words, Oedipus now 
can prophesy in his own name the destruction of both his sons. The hero, who once 
defied and tried to escape the prophecy, now speaks with its voice and power. And 
Polyneices now follows in his father’s footsteps, “the gods order these things one way 
or another” (1444), as he cannot bear the brunt of the mockery Eteocles has made of 
him, cannot retreat from any dishonorable circumstances. The inherent nobility exists 
in his immovable determination to face certain death, as well as in his true affections 
for sisters. 
Finally a peal of thunder announces that the heroic time has come. Now Oedipus’ 
only concern is to fulfill the promise he gave in return for Theseus’s kindness and 
protection so that he hastily calls for Theseus before it is too late. He gives the last 
instructions: “you must never reveal it to any living person, neither where it is, nor 
even the region where it lies” (1522-23). The hero has come to the promised resting 
place to meet his death with cheerfulness. The blind old man, who has been guided 
since the beginning, now leads his daughters and Theseus to the site of his heroic end:  
 
Children, follow. Now I shall lead you two  
just as you once were the leader for your father. 
Come, no need to hold my arm,  
I shall find the sacred tomb myself, the place 
it is my destiny to lie, buried in this land. 
This way—come—here. This is where Hermes leads me,  





In his last moments, the speed and sureness of his movements show us a man 
completely transformed from wretchedness to mightiness. The gods give back his 
“eyes”, the divine gift of vision, so that he knows surely and sees clearly. The last of 
the Sophoclean heroes, through his long and arduous suffering, is finally recognized 
and welcomed by the infernal gods, embracing  his dignified and peaceful death.  
Simple in structure, this play, dominated by Oedipus, unfolds in a chronological 
order, which reveals the growth of Oedipus’ superhuman power through a journey of 
atonement and torture. The tragic monarch in Oedipus the King can still be found here. 
The aged Oedipus is conscious of his noble birth; as noble born he stays true to his 
conception of himself, and acts in line with certain standards that conception imposes; 
and on these standards emotions are based. At Colonus, he sees himself as the one to 
fulfill the oracle of Apollo, to reward friends and punish enemies with divine 
knowledge granted. But even his faults are more or less mellowed by years of 
introspection, passionate anger and soaring confidence still direct much of his conduct.  
The first sight of him on the stage is somehow repulsive, which can be proved by 
later description of Polyneices: “dressed in such filthy rags, their foul squalor eating 
into his flesh, and above his blind eyes, his hair wild and unkempt” (1259-61). Even 
in such a terrible circumstance, his consciousness of nobility urges him to offer a fair 
exchange, “with a small favor he would gain much” (72), rather than reduce himself 
begging for mercy. That gain is Oedipus’ grave—his declared goal from the first: he is 
looking for the resting place, and waiting for the god-directed death. In death Oedipus 
becomes a hero, spiritually immortal after the death of the body. The priest of Thebes 
once praised Oedipus the King as one almost equated to the gods, who was impossibly 
equal to the gods (though he thought he was and acted as if he were); but in this play 
he is finally indeed welcomed by the gods to join them. To win heroization and 
apotheosis he must recall all the heroic qualities which once were his. 
As the plot proceeds, this old vagrant proves to be much the same as the young 
king, for he acquires confidence and harbors deep anger. The hero is fully aware of his 
individual worth, of what is due to him from others. The disrespect, or worse, mockery, 
from the surrounding world would cause his anger to burn, fill him with indignation 
at those he supposes to be responsible for his sufferings. Thus, the appeal of Creon 




hero suffer most: 
 
Before, when maddened by misery 
and all I yearned for was to leave my land forever, 
you would not allow it; 
later, when I was calmer 
and to be in my ancestral was sweet, 
you decreed my exile and drove me out. (765-70) 
 
The hero’s hatreds and loves are absolute, especially for his family members. His 
sons get the most terrible of his curses, for they violated their obligations of son to 
father:  
 
it was you who drove out your own father  
and made him stateless, draped in these rags (1356-57) 
…… 
always remembering that you  
are the murderous one who made me live in such hardship. 
You drove me out—because of you I became a wanderer 
and a beggar, and for all the help you gave—well,  
if I had not engendered these daughters 
to care for me, I would not be alive. (1361-66) 
 
The depth of anger and hatred for his sons was mirrored by the intensity of profound 
love for his daughters in the heartbreaking farewell scene, for they have served him 
faithfully with all their hearts: 
 
O children, from this day your father ceases to exist.  
Everything I was has perished. No longer 
need you bear the burden of my care.  
I know it was very hard. But one simple word, 
I hope, will recompense all your pain and toil.  
Never will you be loved  
more than I have loved you—of that, 
you will indeed be deprived for the rest of your lives. (1612-19)  
 
It is the love to which he can appeal that helps him endure his misfortunes, and he now 
demands the same noble endurance from his daughters. And they do. Before the play 
is over, Antigone’s love for her brothers impels her to refuse the offered asylum of 





Oedipus at Colonus, beginning as a feeble, old man with little personality, rises 
up to such heights of anger, powerful prophecy, and malicious curses that frighten even 
his friends and daughters. Misfortune has not cured his faults of temper, and the hero 
still exhibits the same violent impetuosity as in his youth. There is no dealing with 
such rage of soul, unless to lay hopes on all-powerful time, which is never fulfilled, 
for he remains unchanged. As a body, he is the thing to be pitied; as a spirit, he is to be 
respected and feared.  
In these two plays, we have seen a transformed Oedipus. The first Oedipus falls 
into misery from a high place in the fight against fate, in which the value of his 
individual life is denied, thus arousing pity and sympathy among the audience; the 
latter one, subject to the laws of the gods, walks towards physical death, but gains 
spiritual rebirth, thus achieving sublimity of life. Disobedience leads to destruction, 
whereas obedience to transcendence. The final apotheosis of Oedipus makes partial 
compensation for a lifetime of suffering, now ending in peace and power. Antigone is 
somewhat consoled by the proud thought that: “To die as he wished, in a foreign land, 
and to lie in that earth in a bed below, well shaded forever” (1706-8). 
A man of noble birth with great influence, receiving rather than doing crimes, 
attains a level of redemption through purification that comes with recognition of 
“know thyself” and “learn by suffering”. The old Oedipus gains a clearer conception 
of himself than the young king. He has acted wrongly, therefore his suffering is just; 
but he is morally innocent so that he receives a reward. It is summarized that Oedipus 
is a man whose value is inextricably coupled with his offensive qualities. According 
to Aristotle, Oedipus is an ideal tragic hero because he is a distinguished man 
occupying a high social position, morally intermediate and good, but flawed by a tragic 
weakness, thus falling into misfortune, which is identifiable to the inescapable human 
condition of ordinary men. Even though he has become mature after years of 
contemplation, his faults of temper and pride persist till the last moments. In 
Aristotelian sense, Oedipus as a tragic protagonist is heroic because of his just struggle, 
pitiable because of his unmerited suffering, and his tragedy arouses fear among the 
audience because he is humanly frail, though he is a good man otherwise. He finally 
meets his destiny, a common destiny for the human beings. His story tells how humans 




his exalted death does not close all; life goes on to further mysteries of pain and 
affection.  
 
1.2 Antigone the Successor of Oedipus 
The evils which spring from the house of Laius seem to reach an end in the 
apotheosis of Oedipus. Yet, the doom awaits Oedipus’ children there. “Do not forget 
that the most stubborn are the first to fail, and sometimes the iron bar longest-forged 
in the fire is the one that shatters. I have seen the bravest, most noble horse tamed by 
the smallest curb” (473-78). This is what Creon speaks of Antigone, in which the 
heroic strength is underestimated. To the very end, he carries this confident expectation 
that Antigone’s inflexible resolution will be shaken, her arrogant attitude cracked, and 
her rebellious spirit broken, which eventually proves all wrong. The heroine embraces 
her death with no regrets. It is Creon who yields, whose will is smashed and broken.  
At the beginning, two characters appear likely to assume the leading role, but one 
of them is in the end proven to be unqualified. Contrast between these two equal forces 
can help us see the nature of the true Sophoclean hero. Unlike Antigone, whom even 
death cannot move, Creon always vacillates and finally gives up. The breakdown of 
his seemingly solid determination throws into sharp relief the heroism of Antigone, 
who, facing opposition and questioning from friends and enemies, takes the firm stand 
and goes to her death, defiant and brave.  
The action unrolls against the background of the mutually-inflicted death of one 
pair, the brothers Eteocles and Polyneices, leaving the issue of burial to the sisters. 
From the very start, Antigone already sets her mind to bury her brother, who is well 
aware of the penalty she risks—death by public stoning—but remains fearless. To 
justify the burial to Ismene “born from the same mother”, Antigone establishes their 
sibling bond and their separation from the shared human world, “there is nothing—
neither grief nor violence, shame nor dishonor—no evil you and I have not endured 
already” (4-6). But the play gives different contexts of the burial for the sisters. 
Like her father, Antigone is conscious and proud of her noble birth in the royal 
family of Thebes, despite its terrifying history. “This is how it stands, and you soon 
must show if you are noble in yourself, or base—though noble born” (37-38). For 




finished by living family members, “indeed I do—he is still my brother—and yours, 
whatever you might prefer. I will not betray my duty to him” (45-46). Ismene tries to 
dissuade her with appeal to reason, “stop and consider” (49), for she is mad to be in 
love with the impossible, the death. What Antigone intends to do, she continues to say, 
is to defy the law, the ruler, and the state. These are weighty objections, followed by 
another one. Antigone must bear in mind that they are women who are incapable by 
nature of fighting against men, much less the powerful ruler:  
 
Now we two alone remain—and think  
how even worse our fates would be if, in defiance 
of law, we disobey the decree of powerful rulers.  
Do not forget that we are women— 
it is not in our nature to oppose men 
but to be ruled by their power. We must submit,  
whatever they order, no matter how awful. (58-64) 
 
Ismene has a real affection for her radical sister so that she attempts to urge Antigone 
to give up the fatal idea. She believes that the dead beneath the earth will forgive her 
nonfeasance and helplessness. For Antigone, the suggestion to think means to 
surrender, which will definitely break in vain. Submission, or failure and death. Ismene 
sees there is no choice at all, for “it would be mad not to do so” (68). Just as the chorus 
says later when Creon declares the punishment for disobedience: “no one is foolish 
enough to choose to die” (220). In fact, to the Athenian audience, it would have been 
almost unthinkable for a woman to step forward to perform a burial.  
Unlike Ismene, Antigone behaves like an “unwomanly woman”: a woman who 
departs from the norm with the manly strength and steadiness of purpose in a society 
where the burial ceremony and the interment of the body belong to the duties of the 
male. However, the sense of nobility and honor, which makes heroes always ready to 
risk their lives, is not uniquely male; this elevation of noble death can be found in 
women who sacrifice themselves, which undoubtedly merits equal respect. Ismene’s 
refusal is quite a blow to Antigone, for she needs help to share the labor and work with 
her to raise the body. The real burial Antigone intended to complete must now be 
replaced by a symbolic one which she will carry out alone; perhaps a feeling of 




three libations. We can see that Ismene’s rejection may change her plan, but makes no 
difference to her resolve to act alone. For her too there is no alternative. She feels it 
beneath her dignity to respond to Ismene’s arguments, and rejects in advance any kind 
of help if Ismene later changes her mind: 
 
Nor would I try to persuade you—nor welcome 
your help later, if you should change your mind. 
Do what seems best for you. I will bury him. 
It will be a noble act, even if it leads to my death.  
Loving and loved, I shall lie with him— 
a pious criminal. There will be more time 
for me to lie among those in the world below 
than the longest life allow. But do as you please— 
though dishonoring what the gods honor. (69-77) 
 
She accepts death, for what she does is good and glorious, while Ismene’s choice is 
bad, ugly, cowardly. Intriguingly, she expresses love for her brother, whereas abuses 
Ismene who is exactly in the same relation to her as Polyneices and who is equally 
unreplaceable, which suggests her special bond with dead family members and her 
love for death itself.  
Antigone first presents her proposal aggressively, as it goes on, she speaks ever 
more passionately, and demands Ismene to publicize what she is intending and doing. 
“No—tell everyone, I insist. You will be more hated for silence than if you shout it 
from the city walls” (86-87). She is reluctant to listen to reason, instead obeys the deep 
imperative of her passionate nature. She would prefer death rather than bear the shame 
of leaving her brother unburied:   
 
I’ll hate you if you say such things— 
and the dead also will hate you, and with justice. 
But whatever end comes from my rash act 
or bad advice, could not be worse for me 
than to die without honor. (93-97) 
 
From this resolute pursuit of honor she never pulls back. In the guard’s account 
of her capture, the same defiant self-confidence as her father is highlighted. When 
Antigone is captured red-handed and brought before Creon, she remains utterly defiant 




like her father at Colonus. She proudly and passionately claims her appeal to a higher 
law than human power. It seems to her that burial ceremony is not only a devotion to 
family members, but more importantly an obedience to “unwritten ordinances” of the 
gods. The heroine gets well prepared for death, as she does not fear the common 
destiny for human beings. She denies nothing when being accused of the two unlawful 
attempts to bury Polyneices. Confronted with the powerful ruler, she remains calm and 
speaks boldly: “I admit it—I do not deny anything” (443). Still, Creon offers her a way 
out, a way to retreat: “But you—tell me, but briefly—did you know it had been 
forbidden” (446-47). Not surprisingly, Antigone contemptuously refuses this offer, “of 
course I knew it, everyone knew” (448), which leaves Creon no way to go but forward 
to the execution of death penalty he has proclaimed. Then her self-defense excludes 
all the possible assumptions of compromise, concession or excuse:             
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
Zeus did not command these things,  
nor did justice, who dwells with the gods below,  
ordain such laws for men. 
Neither do I believe that your decrees, 
or those of any other mortal, are strong enough to overrule 
the ancient, unwritten, immutable laws of the gods, 
which are not for the present alone, but have always 
been—and no one knows when they began. 
I would not risk the punishment of the gods 
in fear of any man. (450-59) 
 
Antigone does not set the laws of Heaven in opposition to the interests of the state, but 
takes both into account to justify her disobedience to a tyrannical ruler and deny the 
divine legitimacy of Creon’s edict. She is claiming that the traditional ceremony of 
mourning and burial for the dead comes to legal effect in the name of the gods, 
unwritten but unfailing. For Antigone, the duty to blood relation is fixed in her birth, 
in her identity. Yet, she goes too far from modesty, an ideal virtue supposed to be 
possessed by a great figure, to reject performance of any duty she may be bound to the 
state or to herself. This speech is ended with words that no rulers, even the most 
tolerant one, could forgive: “And if it seems to you my acts are foolish, well—perhaps 
it is a fool who thinks so” (469-70), which invites the comment from the chorus: “Like 
father, like daughter—a wild girl. She has not learned to bend before the storm” (471-




repeats. For her to submit or surrender would be impossible.  
Creon’s wrathful response, with his claims that her spirit will be definitely tamed, 
that she is his slave, that she has broken the established law, she does not condescend 
to answer: what she now calls for is instant execution of the decreed death penalty to 
bring her more glory and honor. Her uncompromising attitude evokes Creon to impose 
full punishment on her and her sister, Ismene, who is believed to have a share in this 
“guilty” deed. Simultaneously, Creon seeks to disavow her values with conceptual 
confusion of friend and enemy. The heroine redefines her nature as love: “My nature 
is drawn to love; I cannot hate either” (523). However, her love is not shown to all 
family members, only to the dead ones, which, like Creon’s concern for the state, is 
not flawless for she is as harsh to Ismene as she is to Creon. Other critics, however, 
see it as her final efforts to save Ismene’s life by impressing on Creon that her sister 
had no part in the bold action to defy his orders. Nevertheless, her bitter tone—“justice 
does not grant your claim” (538); “I cannot love false friends who only offer words, 
not acts” (543); “ask Creon—it’s he you care about” (549)—reveals her real anger and 
resentment towards Ismene, whose cowardice should be blamed for failure to perform 
proper rituals. She fiercely claims her full possession of honor for which she gives life. 
Like Achilles she has chosen a short but glorious life. Ismene now claims her due share 
of the blame and chooses to stand beside her sister in trial. However, Antigone refuses 
to share the honor so dearly brought with an unworthy sister, as “you chose to live, I 
chose to die” (555). Under no circumstance can she stand to share her cherished glory 
with a disqualified family member. Most striking of all is what Achilles utters as he 
prepares to send Patroclus into battle in his stead: “if only not one of all the Trojans 
could escape destruction, not one of the Argives, but you and I alone could emerge 
from the slaughter so that we two alone could break Troy’s hallowed coronal”. 
Antigone’s dream of glory is just like this: she finds it intolerable that this glory, for 
which she gives her life, should in any way be diminished.  
The heroine’s next appearance on the stage is her last. A much more subdued 
heroine laments her death for doing what is right. The chorus shows no sympathy to 
her, as she lives by her own free will and deserves all the blame. When Antigone 
compares her fate to that of Niobe, who was enclosed on the peak of Sipylus, the elders 




we are mortal, of mortal stock” (834-35). While in the next breath, they suddenly 
excuse her paranoid presumption as sympathetically as possible: “yet it is a great thing 
to have it said, when you die, that your destiny was equal to that of a god” (836-37). 
Antigone, mocked by the chorus, turns angrily from them to the fountains and groves 
of her native city at the most desperate moment, for those alone will neither betray nor 
mock her. There is no other than consolation in some kind of immortality, like her 
father in the earlier play, for her recompense. Her stubborn insistence on duties, on 
spirits, on physis, is godlike, but is severely condemned by the chorus: “Boldly you 
presses to the furthest limit…until you stumbled against the awesome throne of Justice 
(854-56)…stubborn willfulness destroyed you (875)”. Indeed they precisely define the 
nature of the heroine’s character and temper in general. The driving force for the 
heroine to maintain her will and assert her independence comes from her within, her 
physis, and her true self.   
As she feels death more powerfully, the young woman who goes beyond the 
female boundaries now reclaims the natural desires of a woman: 
 
No funeral hymns, no marriage song; unloved,  
unwept and wretched, I am led along the ordained path. 
Never again shall I, miserable one,  
raise my eyes toward the sacred eye 
and light of the sun— 
no dear friend is here to mourn me 
nor weep for my harsh fate. (876-82) 
 
There is no sign of surrender; she is singing her own funeral hymns, because there is 
no friend left to mourn or weep for her harsh fate, and no one of her blood left but 
Ismene, who is regarded unqualified to be a member in the house of Labdacus. She 
does not yield, but she does change in part possibly because earlier passionate 
arguments were made at the height of wrath; possibly because the gods she has served 
do not rally around to save her; possibly because the terrible death Creon has chosen 
leaves her trapped between the living and the dead, which deprives her of the honor of 
lying with the loved dead. In the loneliness of her last moments, she presses for every 





Believe me—not even if my own children 
or husband lay dead and rotting 
would I have done this thing and defied the city. 
What law do I invoke by speaking thus? 
If my husband died, I could find another.  
Another man could give me another child.  
But with my mother and father buried in Hades,  
no brother could ever come into being from them. (905-12) 
 
Patently, the gods she championed have frustrated her. This transient weakness 
only provokes in her more urgent desire for death. In the final analysis, the real reason 
for her actions, or the source of her heroic will, is revealed to be human love for her 
dead family. Antigone accepts her fate as what it is, calls on the gods for the last time, 
if she is right, to bring Creon with the same or more injustice he imposes on her: 
 
I do not know what holy law I have transgressed 
nor who will be my ally 
if I cannot turn to the gods for help 
and my piety is called irreverence. If I have erred, 
and my punishment seems good to the gods 
I must accept it, and forgive them. 
But if my judges are wrong, then let them suffer 
even worse evils than they impose on me. (921-28) 
 
For her, there is no more terrible curse imagined than what she is suffering to be 
brought down to her enemy. “Still the same storm, the same fierce winds, batter her 
soul” (929-30). Still defiant, she is led to her tomb alone: 
 
City of my fathers, land of Thebes, 
you ancestral gods and Theban lords: 
look well upon me 
as I am led away, unhesitating; 
I whom am the last of your royal family. 
See what I suffer—and from what sort of men— 
for my obedience to the laws of piety. (937-43) 
 
To the last minute, Antigone fails to learn what Creon supposes that she is wrong in 
the prison, but hangs herself, thus causing the whole ruin of her enemy. Unlike her 
father at Thebes or at Colonus who once makes slight compromise for one reason or 
another, Antigone, once decided, never for a second, retreats from her firm resolve.  




and on her rightness is made all the more striking by her appearance opposite the figure 
of Creon (67). At first sight, Creon, not Antigone, better fits the role of tragic hero in 
Aristotelian sense. A man of eminence makes an error (hamartia), that is, he is 
overconfident of his power to transcend the age-old laws of the gods, which pulls him 
down from the pinnacle of greatness to misery. As stated by Fainlight and Littman, his 
fate, the loss of his family, creates pity through fear and suffering, and a catharsis for 
the audience (iv). But on closer inspection he lacks the heroic temper. The man, who 
seemingly exhibits every streak of heroic obstinacy, is easily swayed by persuasion, 
makes major compromises in the face of opposition, and collapses immediately at the 
real threats. He is essentially morally invertebrate. 
Creon, not a descendant of Labdacus’ house, unsure in his regime, is struggling 
to reestablish order after the civil war, which justifies his urgent need to make an 
example of traitors. Like Antigone, he first makes a firm resolution to leave the corpse 
of Polyneices unburied for birds’ and dogs’ pleasure, with a decree that any violation 
is to be sentenced to death. This resolve is expressed in the formal terms, allowing no 
argument, of a political decree: “it has been decreed that no one may mourn him, nor 
honor him with burial; his body must be left exposed, in shame” (203-5), and a stronger 
statement that “never will I allow evil men to be honored like the just” (207-8) follows. 
However, the sentry arrives out of breath to report mad disobedience of his orders 
almost simultaneously at the moment of its announcement. Now Creon stands in the 
place of the hero, whose dignity is challenged, whose will is defied, whose claim for 
respect is denied. And there follows the advice to compromise from the chorus that the 
burial is likely driven by the gods, given the absence of any evidence of human 
intervention. This, on one hand, indicates that it is impossible to resist the divine power 
on this issue; on the other, the nature of opposition provides the new king an excuse to 
compromise and still save face. Yet, the advice is rejected in a heroic style: “Enough—
before my fury overwhelms me (280)…Intolerable to think, even for a moment” (282). 
The new king rejects the well-meaning idea and insists a political intrigue in the burial.  
Creon is soon met with the quite unexpected and formidable opponent, his own 
sister’s child, a royal family member, whose admission of full responsibility infuriates 
him. His attempt to offer her a chance to retreat only receives a bold, acrid, and 




execution of death penalty as he proclaimed. Provoked by the scathing mockery, Creon 
bursts into anger to heroic proportions and sets his mind to sentence Antigone to death 
“whether she is my sister’s child or even closer kin than any who worship Zeus at our 
household altar” (486-87). His mounting wrath at the humiliation of his dignity, of his 
self-respect, swells to include all those connected with it. As is seen, he remains 
unmoved at the pleas of Ismene and the chorus to demonstrate that his dignity cannot 
be trampled, that he will never be ruled by a woman. He firmly believes that Antigone’s 
pride and spirit will collapse to seek escape from death.  
And now he is compelled to concede by a more persuasive advisor, his son. 
Haemon slowly and cautiously presses charges against his father’s resolution. His 
advice is first made in the classic formula of the attempt to shake the heroic will—
appeal to emotions and reason, which is emphasized to be prompted not out of his love 
for Antigone, but out of concern for his father. “Do not maintain one fixed opinion 
(705)”; the hero is often obstinate, fixed to one goal, irrespective of other possibility, 
incapable of change, “insisting that it and no other is right” (706). Creon, a man proud 
of his unique wisdom, must learn to change, as Haemon says, “it is no shame for a 
wise man to be flexible and learn from others” (710-11). This recalls the earlier scenes 
in which Creon tends to negate Antigone’s strength of the heroic resolution. In this 
scene, Creon reacts to the advice in the same manner as Antigone, that is, a violent 
response from the hero as expected. “Is someone of our age to be taught about the laws 
of human nature by such a stripling?” (726-27), he begins to argue back, and calls his 
son disobedient and vicious. Like Antigone, he treats his friendly advisor as his enemy; 
and like all the heroes, he will not listen, but hears enough to know that he is under 
attack and responds violently. Predictably, Creon denies the advice of Haemon and 
pronounces an alternative execution to wall Antigone up in a cave to die of starvation. 
He ends with a repetition of his resolution: “nothing will save the two girls from their 
fate” (769). 
Yet suddenly Creon compromises. One question from the chorus is enough to 
change his mind to bring a reprieve for Ismene. Undoubtedly, he is influenced by 
Haemon’s emphatic claim that the city weeps with pity for Antigone who deserves 
praise for such a glorious deed. Now he decides to entomb the girl in an underground 




moment, he still cherishes the hope that Antigone, once she started to reflect on her 
current situation in fear and solitude, will yield. As long as she remains alive, he is 
convinced that her defiant spirit will be broken. This change, for the first time, implies 
that Creon is not made in a heroic mold. His heroic characteristics, especially heroic 
anger which once spread to even the innocent, hits a limit in the charges against the 
three youngsters, but now wears off. There is a shrewd and timid mind hiding behind 
the heroic mask. This view is reconfirmed in the following sight of Antigone, who 
remains heroically defiant to the last minute.  
Finally comes the real test of Creon’s resolve; and now he is again urged to 
compromise by a more formidable advisor in a familiar formula to sway the inflexible 
will. He is confronted with much more horrible threats from the authority. Tiresias 
begins with an appeal to reason, when being irritated by Creon’s groundless accusation, 
pronounces the disastrous consequences for him and the country. Creon reacts 
vehemently and wrathfully. He repeats his resolution in a more firm tone: “But you 
will never cover that man with a tomb—not even to hide his corpse from the eagles of 
Zeus” (1039-40). The blind seer leaves the hope to time to bring calm to the furious 
ruler. As we see in the earlier plays, this hope always fails. Such a threat, far from 
breaking the heroic spirits, only pushes the young Oedipus to new heights of self-
confidence and intransigence. However, Creon yields unconditionally and 
unhesitatingly. “I know this too, and it troubles me greatly. It is terrible to yield—but 
stubbornly resist and bring ruin upon yourself—that also is terrible (1095-97)…What 
should I do? You tell me, and I will obey you (1099)”. Frightened by predictable 
disasters for both the city and himself, Creon surrenders immediately to bury 
Polyneices and free Antigone, for Tiresias has never been wrong. Rather than a hero, 
Creon is revealed to be an excellent example of the kind of the tragic character 
Aristotle defines as “consistently inconsistent”. Still, the terrible curse from the 
powerless but strong-minded girl is to come. His change of heart comes too late; 
Antigone hangs herself, Haemon stabs himself, and so does his mother Eurydice. The 
death of his son and wife puts a final touch to his tragic learning. “A life cut short 
through my stupidity, not yours (1268-69)…It was I who killed you, I, the most 
wretched—I admit it (1319-20)”. Creon, physically and mentally exhausted, is 




less than nothing” (1324-25). The last sight on the stage is a waling wreck of a once 
aggressive man utterly defeated by the calamity.  
Antigone and Creon are opponents for sure, but the equal proportion of 
characterization invites comparison as well as contrast. The common point of them is 
that they are laws onto themselves. Both are choleric, both are one-sided, both are 
obstinate, both respond ruthlessly to friendly advice, and both do things to excess. 
Attempts to sway or restrain them only provoke their anger and denunciation: it is 
obvious to see Antigone’s anger towards Ismene, Creon and the chorus between the 
lines, as well as Creon’s strong condemnation of the two sisters, the chorus, his son 
and the prophet. The woman is pathetically possessed by the interests of family; the 
man, by the welfare of community with a cold concentration, who imagines betrayers 
and enemies everywhere. Both insist on their own pursuits, one excluding the social 
duties and the other excluding ties of blood relationship in an extreme manner. The 
excess of Antigone lies in her total contempt of the authority and civic laws; that of 
Creon is due to his inflexibility in the exercise of his political power and paranoid 
attachment to his decree. In a sense, Antigone is the other Creon with a different 
equipment of admiration and sympathies, from which we can extend to their contrasts. 
Creon and Antigone stand in two incompatible positions. Antigone claims the 
rights of family while Creon of state, both of whom are originally well-intentioned. 
However, Creon takes a wavering stand: having conceived of Ismene’s guilt in a burst 
of anger, yet changing his mind simply because of a question from the chorus. It is 
much harder for him to decide Antigone’s fate: his edict first announces death penalty 
by stoning, then an execution of death before the public; eventually he abandons his 
command to entomb the heroine alive in a cave. Unlike Antigone, Creon lacks the 
conception of nobility so that he is less inspired by the standards, rights, duties, and 
affections rooted in breed. Besides, Creon demands absolute obedience from all his 
kin and subjects in the pursuit of his immediate aims, not thinking if it is right or wrong, 
in which he is gradually slipping into the stereotype of the paranoid tyrant. As told by 
Knox, the deepest motive for his action was hatred—hatred for the traitor Polyneices, 
and for the girl who defied his power (116). In this sense, he is disqualified to play the 
leading role, as Aristotle stipulates, a tragic hero must be a decent man.   




sensitiveness to shame are based distinguishes Antigone from her antagonist. Antigone 
takes her own course to honor the dead independently, rather than imposes her will on 
others; she stands her ground to fulfill duties to the kin and goes, still defiant at the 
end, to death. The heroine is prepared to embrace self-chosen death as glory, whereas 
Creon is passive to bear unexpected doom. But the said virtues can easily be regarded 
as faults. Arrogance, blindness, hardness, impatience, stubbornness, and simplicity are 
all said to be her faults. Some critics hold that she carries out her plan in haste with no 
precise calculation whether she has a real chance of success; that she gives her life 
away with no definite confidence whether her brother will be buried in the end. It is 
said that this blindness and simplicity partly cause such misery for herself—the 
paradoxical union of noble spirit and constant love with incapacity to see the awful 
truth of an uncertain future. Her inflexibility brings about the tragic consequences of 
Creon’s inflexibility, for Eurydice’s death is triggered by Haemon’s, and Haemon’s by 
hers. Had she not interfered in the issue of burial all these lives would have been saved. 
If so, the tragedy would have vanished.  
To be sure, Sophocles does not trouble himself to draw a perfect tragic protagonist. 
Unswerving once her decision is made, deaf to advice and persuasion, to 
condemnation and threat, unafraid of physical danger, even of the ultimate death, 
increasingly stubborn as her feelings of loneliness and despair intensify until she has 
no one to resort to, angry at the mockery and disrespect of the surrounding world, 
motivated by instinct of love rather than reason, arrogant and defiant to the end, harsh 
to friends and enemies alike, the heroine of noble birth, calls on the divine authority to 
bring her revenge and curses to her enemies as she embraces the glorious death that is 
the doomed end of her unchanged intransigence. Generally, a positive but imperfect 
image of an honorable heroine is presented before us.  
 
1.3 Aristotle’s Theories of Catharsis and Hamartia 
 Noticeably, Sophocles takes his tragic themes and characters mainly from an age 
of heroes in the long distant past. Greek tragedy had its origin in religious rites, which 
drew the contents of interrelated myths of that age as the subjects of its visual arts and 
poetic texts. But the concept of tragedy was a vague one in that day: it was a kind of 




who linked Sophocles to the development of tragedy as a specific genre. Moreover, he 
made an observation of the principal traits of Sophoclean hero, with Oedipus as the 
defining example. His observations are not just a random collection of striking 
characteristics, but rather a nexus of elaborately interwoven threads in a larger tapestry 
which demonstrates the nature and function of tragic drama. To approach tragedy from 
Aristotelian sense, it will primarily involve extensive exposure to the Poetics.  
In response to Plato’s criticism of tragic poetry as the “inferior part of the soul”, 
Aristotle described it as an imitation of ideal forms or underlying realities, rather than 
mere appearances. Likewise he met Plato’s objection that it only provokes negative 
passions by asserting that it effects a catharsis, a purging of excessive emotions. As 
Herbert J. Muller observes, Aristotle claimed that tragedy had its own end and means 
to that end, its own logic and laws (7). Specifically, Aristotle defined tragedy as an 
“imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself; 
in language with pleasurable accessories, each kind brought in separately in the parts 
of the work; in a dramatic, not in a narrative form; with incidents arousing pity and 
fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such emotions” (Poetics 2320). The final 
clause is of crucial importance, for it clarifies the distinctive tragic effect. Hence 
Aristotle deduced that tragedy always ends in misery; pity and fear are most fully 
evoked by a reversal of fortune from good to bad.  
However, later interpreters and critics, instead of concentrating on the crucial 
points, often busied themselves with side issues, and unwarranted expansion of hints. 
Thus they spent reams on discussing the unities of time and place, the latter of which 
is not even found in Aristotle, and the former is referred to only in a passing phrase. 
Aristotle puts the tragic plot in the first place, as the soul of tragedy. The plot, he 
continues, should be made unified to reflect a sudden “reversal”, which preferably 
changes from prosperity to misery, from good to bad fortune. Ideally, the reversal is 
“recognized” by the tragic hero, as when Oedipus realizes that he has unknowingly 
killed his father and married his mother. The “reversal” is necessary to evoke the tragic 
emotions of pity and fear among the audience, thus achieving the desired effect of 
catharsis. When in a theatre, the spectators are absorbed in a fictional life which is 
almost impossible in reality. Since Greek tragedies usually deal with grand subjects in 











































Chapter Two Marlowe the Renaissance Man 
 
Positive evidence shows that Aristotle’s Poetics virtually vanished for centuries, 
and did not resurface until the early stage of the Renaissance. A revival of interest in 
the Poetics was intensified by the desire to produce a new genre of vernacular tragedy, 
which remained unnoticed or even untouched in the Middle Ages. There were no 
tragedies among the religious plays in medieval days; or rather, no tragedy existed in 
English drama before the classic influence made itself sensed. Medieval poets could 
not treat their religious myths with intellectual and imaginative freedom like the Greek 
predecessors, as the Greeks have their gods in order to be able to live, not in order to 
alienate themselves from life (as in religion), so Friedrich Nietzsche claims (40).  
The Renaissance was generally seen as a revolt against the ordered but restrictive 
world, as what Walter Pater calls “a general excitement and enlightening of the human 
mind” to make a transition from the Middle Ages to modernity. Feudal kingdom gave 
way to the modern nation; feudal economy was disrupted by the emerging capitalism, 
exacerbating social tensions and unrest. By that time, the Elizabethan Englishmen 
developed an emancipatory urge, an adventuring spirit, and an individual attitude to 
explore rich possibilities of life by every possible means. The freedom and eagerness 
to express individual initiative found a way in literary activities. With a world of new 
horizons, new ideas, and boundless ambitions, poets and playwrights set sail in 
extravagant confidence of new discovery.  
Around 1590, a great renovation struck the English drama, transforming it almost 
overnight into a vehicle for unparalleled poetic and dramatic expression. A breed of 
secular intellectuals known as the “University Wits”, drawing on their humanistic 
education at Oxford or Cambridge, attempted to transform the monastic culture into a 
popular art. They were all from the middle range of society, but trained in the elite 
literary mode inherited from the artistic works of ancient Greece and Rome. The 
transition from humble background to learned status created in them an illusion of 
having a share in the privileged class, but unfortunately there was narrow footing for 
such assumptions in the cold realities of Elizabethan England. Unhappy with the real 
world, they resorted to stage plays to probe into social problems of freedom, injustice 




debauched in their private lives but pioneering in literary experiment and innovation, 
set the course for later Elizabethan drama, and in particular paved the way for 
subsequent dramatists. Stephen Greenblatt attributed the transformation to the eruption 
of Christopher Marlowe onto the stage (508). J. A. Symonds spoke even higher of 
Marlowe as the one who saved the English drama (469), which set the tone for later 
criticisms since the 19th century.  
As the most striking individuality and the most creative tragedian among the 
“University Wits”, Marlowe burst unheralded into popular favor with Tamburlaine the 
Great, and departed suddenly creating the speculation whether he could be on par with 
Shakespeare if he had been granted more years. By background Marlowe belonged to 
the world of Grub Street writers, but he left the ranks in which he was born, 
transcending the confines of his birth and status. Muller saw Marlowe as a Byronic 
figure in his short but stormy career who was involved in mysterious doings, charges 
of blasphemy, homosexuality and atheism, finally a violent death (149). In a sense, he 
was the tragic hero of his age, wandering lonely between classical and modern worlds.  
Undeniably, his tragic art owed much of its dynamism and distinction to his direct 
acquaintance with the rediscovered classical literature. In his strenuous generation, 
Marlowe drew artistic impulses from daring aspirations, heroic struggle and 
unbending determination to demonstrate greatness of mind. The breadth and intensity 
of his tragic vision helped produce an overreaching image of magnitude and 
magnificence, reinforced by his “mighty line” in Ben Jonson’s famous phrase. He gave 
the English stage a dazzling, motivating voice to speak through themes—of aspiration, 
power, machismo, transgression, willpower, and doom—which made his works 
characteristically Marlovian, a voice appreciated, imitated, and developed by other 
playwrights, as well as broadly acclaimed by spectators.  
Marlowe’s independence and initiative are particularly shown in his choice and 
characterization of the villain-hero. Before we analyze the villain part of his 
characterization, however, we need to examine the dominant conventional 
interpretation of his tragic hero in the Aristotelian sense, that is, as someone with 
admirable moral traits. According to this view, Marlowe built his heroes grandly and 
greatly to challenge the settled ways of living by conquering kingdoms or defying the 




denied fundamental liberties of people. Tragedy, as Peter Holbrook observes, is never 
socially neutral: “explicitly or implicitly, it took a stand against the delinquencies of a 
ruling elite” (90). In this sense, Marlowe can be seen as following Aristotle’s 
suggestion to portray remarkable, magnificent people of extraordinary character and 
charisma, not necessarily born of high position or social rank, to assert their own 
agency, which could never be accomplished by base ones. Marlowe’s Tamburlaine is 
regarded by Muller as the typical Renaissance hero, drunk with power, beauty, 
splendor, and glory (137), which found an ideal expression in the apostrophe of Hamlet:  
 
What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! how infinite in faculty! 
in form, in moving, how express and admirable! in action how like an angel! 
in apprehension how like a god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of 
animals! (Hamlet, II.ii.306-12) 
 
Yet tragic heroes would sooner or later encounter the limits of human capacity; active 
and glorious living came to an end in death. As Holbrook states, such an art was to be 
found in Greek tragedy, which made “passing away appear as equally dignified and 
worthy of reverence as coming into being” (11). The humanist writer deployed the 
heritage of the past for his own dramatic needs, just as Miriam Leonard claims that 
“tragedy may be a human universal, but tragic art is culturally specific” (1). The world 
of Marlowe and Shakespeare was patently far removed from that of Sophocles and 
Aristotle: tragedy in ancient Greece was originally rooted in religious observance, but 
over time it was gradually secularized with more preference for earthly fame. Marlowe 
is said to have pictured his heroes first of all as men capable of towering passions, 
preoccupied by their natural appetites, abandoned to the pursuit of their ambitions, 
whether they seek power of rule, of knowledge, of wealth, which gives them elevation 
and a heroic interest. Ordinary rules do not apply in these figures, because they “have 
a knack of making crime or immorality look beautiful” (Holbrook 12). We are told that 
Marlovian heroes are radically imperfect men, nevertheless impress the audience in 
some sense wonderful, fitting into Aristotle’s doctrine.  
About Marlowe, speaks Symonds, nothing is small or trivial, since his verse is 
mighty, his passion is intense, the outlines of his plots are large, his characters are 
Titanic, his fancy is extravagant in richness, insolence and pomp (484). Truly, the 




and force of language in Marlovian text. These inspiring plots, presented in richly 
declamatory blank verse and iambic pentameter abundant in astounding spectacle of 
greatness and mightiness of human beings, brought a new kind of vitality to 
Renaissance theatre. As an arrogant young scholar, Marlowe announced in the 
prologue to Tamburlaine the Great that he was set to sweep aside the doggerel rhymes 
and clownish jigs of his predecessors to portray a hero in speeches worthy of tragedy: 
 
From jigging veins of rhyming mother wits, 
And such conceits as clownage keeps in pay, 
We’ll lead you to the stately tent of war, 
Where you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine, 
Threat’ning the world with high astounding terms, 
And scourging kingdoms with his conquering swords. (Pro.1-6) 
 
Immense energy embodied within each line, often moving towards a resonant, 
acoustically pleasing end, is coupled with heroic vigor to shape a great figure of his 
epoch. As Harry Levin states, Marlowe’s tragic hero can never be everyman, but 
always the great man who retains command of his fate until wild ambitions overleap 
himself (43). In some cases, tragic heroes are not necessarily good, at least not in the 
moral sense of good, yet Aristotelian scholars insist that there is something positive 
and compelling in these figures.  
 
2.1 Tamburlaine the Conqueror  
In the late 1580s and early 1590s, England, through the defeat of Spanish Armada, 
decisively emerged as an imperial power and imposed its hegemony overseas to claim 
more and more lands within its expansive orbit. Marlowe struck the note of timeliness 
to set the Tamburlaine plays in connection with Elizabethan colonial expansion. In his 
sonorous lines echoing vibrantly across the stage, Marlowe is said to have presented a 
Scythian shepherd fighting his way out to world dominion, convinced of his projected 
invincibility and committed to his conquering mission. Loosely modeled on the 
medieval Asia conqueror, Timur the Lame, Marlowe’s Tamburlaine is seen as a 
splendid, aspiring and indomitable hero, who fulfills the Renaissance dream that men 
can accomplish all things if they will. Marlowe was writing in passion of a man of 




boundless ambition coupled with indomitable fighting spirit, vigorous determination 
and heroic self-belief that encounter no limits.  
The question of how appropriate it is to respond to the brilliance of the heroic 
image has received answers so various and ambivalent that one certainty is that 
Tamburlaine is whatever his audience makes of him. A large majority of critics are apt 
to emphasize the brighter side of Tamburlaine’s unconventionality as a positive 
assertion of Renaissance ethos—a eulogium of human value in general and his 
ambitions in particular. It is argued that Marlowe conceives his hero physically and 
morally more admirable than his source to portray an ideal Renaissance emperor. 
There is a progressive movement of the play in unfolding both external image and 
internal quality of the hero wrought to an extreme pitch, where Marlowe enhances the 
unique greatness of Tamburlaine in contrast with other monarchs, as well as in creative 
relationships with his lover, followers, and sons. The two terms habitually employed 
by critics to distinguish Tamburlaine’s heroic greatness are majesty and resolution; 
majesty, a combination of striking physical appearance and outstanding eloquence, is 
inseparable from resolution, the ability to match great words to appropriate deeds 
(McAlindon 88). 
In a play, visual impressions of dramatic characters can be of great assistance to 
the spectators to distinguish them as positive or negative, for dramatists tend to 
beautify the positive figures rather than to smear the negative ones. The first view the 
audience have of the hero is from the “prejudiced” descriptions given at the Persian 
court: “a sturdy Scythian thief”, “a Tartarian rout” (Pt I, I.i.36, 71). The Tamburlaine 
who captures and leads Zenocrate across the stage somewhat answers to these 
descriptions, and the initial impression of humble origins is conveyed in the captive 
princess’s words, who at first treats him as an inferior shepherd he seems to be. 
However, Zenocrate begins soon after to find another voice. Tamburlaine displays his 
inner pride and dignity through his words and deeds, and stages a superhuman 
recreation of himself: “Lie here, ye weeds that I disdain to wear!/ This complete 
armour and this curtle-axe,/ Are adjuncts more beseeming Tamburlaine” (Pt I, I.ii.41-
43). Before the audience the Scythian shepherd transforms into a noble warrior.  
Eugene M. Waith is eager to emphasize the outward appearance of Tamburlaine 




even seen as equal to a demigod. He pronounces that Tamburlaine’s body seems 
beautiful not simply in itself but in that it expresses his character (Waith 67). 
Theridamas arriving with the Persian force proves it to the audience. Before the 
shepherd delivers verbal persuasion, Theridamas speaks highly of his appearance:  
 
A Scythian shepherd so embellished 
With nature’s pride and richest furniture! 
His looks do menace heaven and dare the gods; 
His fiery eyes are fix’d upon the earth, 
As if he now devis’d some stratagem,  
Or meant to pierce Avernas’ darksome vaults 
To pull the triple headed dog from hell. (Pt I, I.ii.154-60) 
 
Here even the borrowed armor sets the Scythian shepherd off to advantage and appears 
as part of natural endowment of the hero. Simultaneously, Tamburlaine judges the 
enemy general from his external image: “Noble and mild this Persian seems to be,/ If 
outward habit judge the inward man” (Pt I, I.ii.161-62), which turns out to be true not 
only in the enemy general but more importantly in himself. A fuller account of the 
heroic image is given in the next scene, where physical prowess is seen as symbolic of 
character. Waith believes that Tamburlaine bears some resemblance to tragic heroes in 
ancient Greece: they are noble warriors with extraordinary courage, ability and 
confidence. 
 
Of stature tall, and straightly fashioned 
Like his desire, lift upwards and divine; 
So large of limbs, his joints so strongly knit, 
Such breadth of shoulders as might mainly bear 
Old Atlas’ burden; ’twixt his manly pitch 
A pearl more worth than all the world is plac’d, 
Wherein by curious sovereignty of art 
Are fix’d his piercing instruments of sight,  
Whose fiery circles bear encompassed 
A heaven of heavenly bodies in their spheres, 
That guides his steps and actions to the throne 
Where honour sits invested royally; 
Pale of complexion, wrought in him with passion, 
Thirsting with sovereignty, with love of arms; 
His lofty brows in folds do figure death, 
And in their smoothness amity and life; 
About them hangs a knot of amber hair, 




On which the breadth of heaven delights to play, 
Making it dance with wanton majesty. 
His arms and figures long and sinewy, 
Betokening valour and excess of strength. 
In every part propotion’d like the man 
Should make the world subdu’d to Tamburlaine. (Pt I, II.i.7-30) 
 
As T. McAlindon maintains, the audience can judge from the initial impression 
that the auctorial attitude to Tamburlaine is both consistent and panegyric, for he means 
what he says when he calls his hero “the Great” (86). The argument that Tamburlaine 
appears as a hero in the classic mode finds considerable evidence mainly in the 
following three points. First, Marlowe wishes his audience to side with the conquering 
hero, partly because his adversaries are much worse, and more because he is the 
supreme representative of the Renaissance man with courage, enterprising spirits, 
breathtaking will and inflexible resolution. He is supposed to be ranked with the most 
famous and worthy emperor in both traditional and modern concepts. Second, 
Tamburlaine is seen as a determined rebel against convention, significantly advanced 
in his aspiring thought of freedom. It has been said that he embodies the genuine 
kingliness, while others are portrayed as cruel oppressors, tyrants. His self-claim as 
Scourge of God just serves to endow his career with spiritual grandeur and moral 
justification: he is the one appointed by god to curb and chastise those evil tyrants, 
those proud and wicked nations. Third, Tamburlaine is viewed as a romantic and loyal 
lover, a faultlessly just and even generous and affectionate leader. Love is an important 
part of Tamburlaine, which should not be simply viewed in sexual and aesthetic aspects, 
but stands for the binding force and spiritual strength to transform and improve the 
soul.  
It is generally agreed that Tamburlaine’s greatness is founded upon his majesty 
and resolution. His speech is a marriage of persuasion and conquest; his resolution is 
a union of words and deeds. Here in Tamburlaine Marlowe finds the greatest example 
of a conquering hero, writes Wilson, “the clear-eyed man who knew the goal to which 
he aspired and the means by which he might attain it” (22). Similarly, McAlindon 
holds that Tamburlaine has a very clear conception of himself, of what he must do to 
move towards the goal, and is capable of translating these conceptions into actions 




against the hero, they prove to be weak-minded, infirm, perplexed, inconstant, 
treacherous, unable to stick to their noble or defiant intentions from birth to grave. 
Infidelity and disillusion prevail in the tragic world. His rivals are mostly presented as 
incompetent rulers in their different ways; his followers imitate his pursuit and zest for 
conquest, but grossly wanting his grandeur. Never once does Tamburlaine vacillate 
even in moments of stress or suffer from self-doubt. It is this superhuman belief that 
allows him to perform miracles on the war fronts, that charms his soldiers to swear to 
follow him until death, that shifts Zenocrate’s attitude towards him from contempt to 
worship.  
It is assumed then on the ground of this overall interpretation that Marlowe 
constructs his ideal emperor dialectically throughout the play, where heroic traits are 
made conspicuous against a background of contrasts or parallels. Tamburlaine 
achieves his status by defeating competitors from higher and higher typo, and nothing 
can stop him until death cuts off the progress of his pomp. The first three monarchs 
with whom the hero is contrasted are incapable Mycetes, his crafty brother, Cosroe 
and the Turkish emperor, Bajazeth. The odds against him appear to increase throughout 
the course and yet he proceeds from victory to victory until to the heyday of his 
fortunes. Tamburlaine’s majesty of physical charm and overwhelming eloquence is 
widely recognized to help explain part of his success, which makes him outstanding 
to dwarf his adversaries. The hero’s sonorous and resounding pronouncements inform 
his zest for life and insatiable ambition, whereas vows and boasts of his opponents are 
undercut as mere boasts and vaunts to match their ignominious defeat. It is noted that 
two of his earliest and most important conquests were both won by his majesty: an 
enemy general becomes a loyal follower, and a captive princess becomes his queen.  
In the war against the Persian army, Tamburlaine shows no fear for the great 
disparity in military power but a strong optimism: “Such hope, such fortune, have the 
thousand horse” (Pt I, I.ii.118). Since he is hugely outnumbered by the adverse troops, 
Tamburlaine decides to perform an orator rather than a soldier: 
 
In thee, thou valiant man of Persia,  
I see the folly of thy emperor. 
Art thou but captain of a thousand horse, 




And by thy martial face and stout aspect,  
Deserv’st to have the leading of an host? 
Forsake thy king, and do but join me, 
And we will triumph over all the world. (Pt I, I.ii.166-73) 
 
The Shepherd wins a bloodless victory by his oratory over a new ally Theridamas, who 
is persuaded by his resolved and noble words as well as by his looks to prove a traitor 
to the Persian king. The disarmed general is moved to pay the tribute: “Not Hermes, 
prolocutor to the gods,/ Could use persuasions more pathetical” (Pt I, I.ii.210-11). 
Tamburlaine “wins through on the hundredth chance, but—as is true of all his 
subsequent victories—it is a triumph of the mind” (Ellis-Fermor 30). The hero shows 
himself to possess the necessary qualities to be a wise and good ruler—majesty in 
words as well as resolution in action—otherwise the magnificent speech comes to 
nothing.  
From the outset, Tamburlaine is sharply contrasted with each of his contenders, 
and the essence of the contrast, as McAlindon states, lies not so much in his eloquence 
as in his “kingly resolution”, because “his are turned into ease and fullness that 
indicates historical inevitability” (88). The first king he disposes of is an irresolute, 
weakling king completely led by a preferred counsellor; while Tamburlaine is a mighty 
and resolute emperor who never “takes Meander’s course” throughout the play (Pt I, 
II.v.27). Like the sun in its path, he tirelessly follows the path of his predestined 
greatness and victory without any hesitation or hindrance (McAlindon 88).  
The highborn but foolish Mycetes reveals his incompetence and inadequacy to 
act or speak decently. In the opening speech of the play, he implores his more articulate 
brother to speak for him. Cosroe spares no eloquence to satirize rather than support the 
weak king. However, Mycetes fails to show kingly majesty like Tamburlaine, even 
when being abused or mocked by his brother in public. Also, his briefing to the captain 
Theridamas who has been entrusted the mission of eliminating the Scythian thief 
sounds rather ironic: “Go, stout Theridamas, thy words are swords,/ And with thy looks 
thou conquerest all thy foes” (Pt I, I.i.74-75). Once again, Mycetes, fails to play the 
role of orator in the fight against Cosroe, who now makes use of Tamburlaine’s help 
in dethroning his foolish brother. The legitimate but weak king has slipped away to 




hide it close; a goodly stratagem,/ And far from any man that is a fool” (Pt I, II.iv.10-
12). The curse of war and the condemnation of the petty shrewdness which come from 
the mouth of such a coward character incline the critics to see virtue in the hero’s 
pursuit of war and legitimacy in overthrow of incapable potentate. When being 
captured by Tamburlaine, Mycetes assumes an appearance of a powerful king in a 
ridiculous way to order the Scythian to kneel for mercy or to be executed. Out of 
expectation, Tamburlaine does not rush to take the crown away, as he needs to bide the 
time until he can demonstrate his power to a larger audience. From this contrast, Levin 
points out that magniloquence does duty for magnificence, conversely, speechlessness 
represents weakness (63).  
Tamburlaine’s self-consciousness of mating deeds to words is viewed as a 
manifestation of his sense of justice and balance. He maintains that men should be 
granted with titles, epithets, and authorities as they deserve; correspondingly they 
should act, speak and show themselves in line with their titles and roles. Tamburlaine 
claims from the beginning destined to be “Monarch of the East” to spell terror for the 
corrupt, the wicked and the foolish:  
 
Villains, these terrors and these tyrannies 
(If tyrannies war’s justice ye repute) 
I execute, enjoin’d me from above,  
To scourge the pride of such as Heaven abhors; 
Nor am I made arch-monarch of the world, 
Crown’d and invested by the hand of Jove, 
For deeds of bounty or nobility; 
But, since I exercise a greater name, 
The scourge of God and terror of the world,  
I must apply myself to fit those terms,  
In war, in blood, in death, in cruelty, 
And plague such peasants as resist in me 
The power of heaven’s eternal majesty. (Pt II, IV.i.144-56) 
 
Almost every time he performs, Tamburlaine constantly reminds the world that he is 
predestined so that he remains invincible. From the start of his conquering career to 
the very end, a file of dissenters proclaim that Tamburlaine is “misled by dreaming 
prophecies” (Pt, I.i.41), that “The gods…will never prosper your intended drifts” (Pt, 
I.ii.68), that “Ambitious pride shall make thee fall as low” (Pt, I.IV.76). However, as 




assurance that pride must precede his fall, and that borrowed garments never fit well, 
are doomed to disappointment (59). Marlowe casts Tamburlaine as “Fortunes maister” 
so that in every case his prophecies are fulfilled and no one can defeat him: 
 
I hold the Fates bound fast in iron chains, 
And with my hand turn Fortune’s wheel about; 
And sooner shall the sun fall from his sphere  
Than Tamburlaine be slain or overcome.  
Draw forth thy sword, thou mighty man-at-arms, 
Intending but to raze my charmed skin,  
And Jove himself will stretch his hand from heaven  
To ward the blow, and shield me safe from harm. (Pt I, I.i.174-81) 
 
By the middle of Part I, Tamburlaine even refers to himself as the “Scourge of 
God”, which may provoke the orthodox idea contradictory to his role as a Renaissance 
man. There is nevertheless no hint of possible damnation (at least in the first part); in 
fact it is often said that the idea is employed by Marlowe to claim the greatness of 
Tamburlaine. Moreover, McAlindon treats Marlowe’s handling of Tamburlaine’s 
relationship with Mohammedanism and Christianity as a development of “the 
favorable implications of the Scourge role” (90). He expresses a special sympathy for 
those Christian captives suffering in Turkey and makes a point of liberating them 
before fighting against Bajazeth. Consistently, he recants his faith in “holy Mohamet” 
and professes his only obedience to a transcendent God: “There is a God, full of 
revenging wrath,/ From whom the thunder and the lightning breaks,/ Whose scourge I 
am, and him will I obey” (Pt II, V.i.181-83). It can be seen that Tamburlaine has 
fulfilled the heaven-sent purpose with marvelous exactness. Towards the end, 
Tamburlaine is drawn by captive pagan kings “with bits in their mouths” to the stage, 
and to exist with excited shouts, “To Babylon, my lords, to Babylon” (Pt II, IV.iii.133). 
He then aggressively seizes the city, has its defiant governor hanged in chains on the 
walls, denounces and provokes Mohammed, orders to burn the Koran and “all the 
heaps of superstitious books”. All these are morally justified and interpreted by his 
supporters as actions to fit his preordained role. Of all the figures from classical or 
religious myth, Mars is deemed to best fit his role as the god of war, which emphasizes 
the heroic singularity as well as heroic relationships.  






His spear, his shield, his horse, his armours, plumes, 
And jetty feathers menace death and hell; 
Without respect of sex, degree, or age, 
He razeth all his foes with fire and sword. (Pt I, IV.i.48-63) 
 
This practice reveals a mixed attitude of friendship and hostility held by Tamburlaine. 
Those opponents who answer to the white or “gentle flags of amity” embrace him as 
“a loving conqueror”; those who wait until the red or black flags hang are promised 
partial or total destruction. Tamburlaine’s fidelity to this tactical plan is seen as a 
demonstration of his firm mind to formulate a code of martial justice and his ability to 
resolve conquest into friendship. The governor of Damascus recognizes him as a “god 
of war”, and yet refuses to react to the changing colors. He may stake hope on relief 
from Soldan arriving at the critical juncture, or have faith in his own brilliant scheme 
when “sweet virgins” are sent to pray for Tamburlaine’s mercy to spare the city. He 
still believes that Tamburlaine, even as hard as the nether millstone, is about to be 
moved by these delicate and touching looks. However, the determined conqueror bids 
his horsemen to spear the Virgins death and to “hoist up their slaughtered carcasses”. 
His words once given are as inflexible as destiny, and the imposition of his will on 
Damascus is inexorable, even with Zenocrate’s appeal in the name of the whole 
country.  
As we can see, Part I does not follow the expected rise-and-fall structure of a 
tragedy, but ends at the height of success, celebrating the monotonous run of 
Tamburlaine’s victories and marriage to Zenocrate. The second part is again a series 
of encounters between Tamburlaine and military enemies, proceeding from strength to 
strength until death. To Mycetes, Cosroe, Bajazeth correspond the broad coalition of 
Bajazeth’s son Callapine and his supporters. Yet Part II is designed to turn the heroic 
atmosphere into the more conventional tragic tone with untimely death of Tamburlaine, 
who perishes with heroic insatiability and unfulfilled aspiration. In McAlindon’s view, 
it is only tragic in the sense that the earthly stage is utterly impoverished by the heroic 
death, as no one could be on a par with Tamburlaine to conquer the world (86). 
To the clash between the factions within Persia corresponds the war between 
Orcanes and Sigismund after a truce has been concluded. Here again, we are shown 




treaty is signed between Mohammedans and Christians, who before too long are 
incompatible with each other, it is bound to be a mere expedient, each with his own 
axe to grind. Sigismund is easily tempted by his Machiavellian counselors that he 
ought to break the unworthy oaths furtively. By contrast, when Tamburlaine turns the 
weapon round against Cosroe he advertises his intentions, so that he cannot be accused 
of “stealing upon the Persian king cowardly”. Tamburlaine is too grand to negotiate, 
as G. K. Hunter insists, let alone to intrigue (66). Sigismund takes advantage of the 
peace treaty to surprise the opponent, nevertheless fails. He sees the failure as a divine 
vengeance for his perjury. Orcanes, a “religious” man, is desperate to confirm the 
evidence of divine intervention in his success because he has offered partial allegiance 
to Christ before the battle to help him triumph over the “false Christians”. This 
bargaining religion fails to work in the next time when he calls on the dreadful power 
of the underworld to hail Tamburlaine “headlong to the lowest hell”, which is seen as 
a grossly comic foil to the hero’s self-dependence and self-assurance. 
Callapine seems at first sight a worthy competitor, who has been kept as a prisoner, 
deprived of all legitimate inheritance and liberty. He initially presents himself as a man 
of deeds but not words to entice the gaoler with pleasures of kingship: “Ah, were I 
now but half so eloquent/ To paint words what I’ll perform in deeds,/ I know thou 
wouldst depart from hence with me” (Pt II, I.ii.9-11), which is reminiscent of 
Tamburlaine’s successful persuasion of Theridamas. Callapine returns to assume his 
legal position as the head of the Turkish force, and vows revenge on the proud usurping 
king of Persia, Tamburlaine. The massive army invites all divine forces to join them—
heaven, Jove, and Mahomet—who are thought to wait for an opportunity to strike a 
deadly blow against Tamburlaine. Ironically, Callapine himself deserts the battlefield, 
whose deeds prove to be much less eloquent than his working words, let alone to rival 
Tamburlaine. He reappears almost at the end of the play with another union force, and 
again flees at the sight of Tamburlaine and his chariot, although the great emperor is 
dying.  
To the Governor of Babylon corresponds that of Damascus, who exposes his 
subjects to death threats. The Governor originally stands firm against Tamburlaine, 
dismissing petition from the citizens that he should surrender unconditionally. He 




Theridamas offers a good bargain that his life may be spared if he yields immediately, 
given that the city walls have already been breached. After the city is sacked, he still 
responds defiantly; however, fear of death suddenly impels him to change his 
“dauntless” mind. He implores Tamburlaine to spare his life in return for a ransom of 
gold that he hid when the city was besieged. The Governor proves in the end not as 
firm and committed as Tamburlaine, who does not depart from his course even at the 
death of his fair queen, instead it encourages him and his troops to fight harder. It is 
maintained by Waith that, as a sort of the last term in a mathematical progression, 
Tamburlaine “presents the ultimate in monarchs, and in himself sums up the others”; 
though his victims share some characteristics with him to some extent, they eventually 
prove themselves as conventional emperors (72). This harks back to the statement 
made by Levin where he argues that Tamburlaine is “the exceptional man who 
becomes king because he is a hero, not hero because he is a king” (43). 
There are also other voices to speak for the softer side of Tamburlaine, which 
comes to a summation in his creative relationship with Zenocrate. Although less 
fascinating in dramatic portrait, she is seen as an important one to provide further 
insights into Tamburlaine’s nature. As early as in their first encounter, Tamburlaine 
claims his dependence on her:  
 
Zenocrate, lovelier than the love of Jove,  
Brighter than is the silver Rhodope,  
Fairer than whitest snow on Scythian hills, 
Thy person is more worth to Tamburlaine 
Than the possession of the Persian crown, 
Which gracious stars have promis’d at my birth. (Pt I, I.ii.87-92) 
This is not a mere show of eloquence. Tamburlaine does not take advantage 
of his strong position but makes sincere efforts to woo his captive. He first 
tries to comfort her:  
Come lady, let not this appall your thoughts; 
The jewels and the treasure we have ta’en 
Shall be reserv’d, and you in better state 
Than if you were arriv’d in Syria. (Pt I, I.ii.1-4) 
 
He is willing to present all martial prizes with five hundred men, and himself to the 
fair princess. To the surprise of Techelles, he allows himself to be moved by love. 
There is no conquest but equality and respect in his courtship. When Agydas wonders 






have their conquering father’s heart, and respond enthusiastically to his appeals to 
become little scourges and terrors of the world; but Calyphas appears without stomach 
for fighting. The real-life and direct response to Tamburlaine’s killing of his son is 
voiced by the captive kings as “barbarous damned tyranny”, which is nevertheless 
degraded as non-objective, for Calyphas is recognized as a contemptible character, 
thus his death unsympathetic. Moreover, Tamburlaine is fully justified in a thoroughly 
consistent manner. This argument seeks its origin in the scene where Tamburlaine, 
accompanied by Zenocrate and their sons, expresses his deep concern: “But yet 
methinks their looks are amorous,/ Not martial as the sons of Tamburlaine./ Water and 
air, being symboliz’d in one,/ Argue their want of courage and of wit” (Pt II, I.iii.21-
24). For McAlindon’s part, Calyphus alone “weakens the bond of unity”, as he 
ridiculously displays his folly, cowardice, idleness and sensuality during the battle as 
well as gleefully anticipates a wrestling-match with the captive whores (97). All these 
occasion in Tamburlaine an outburst of fury so that his killking of this “fainting and 
effeminate brat” is seen as “war’s justice”, demanded both by nature and by God.  
As examined above, most if not all previous studies are inclined to read 
Tamburlaine as a great emperor of his age in classical mode. Born of shepherd 
parentage, Tamburlaine breaks down the ethical and social barriers, ascending sharply 
to a great conqueror and mighty monarch. He lives a life of liberty as asserted by 
himself, and sets his face against all the unreasonable hierarchies, including natural, 
social, religious, and political ones. At the beginning of Part I, Cosroe, evidently 
superior to his brother Mycetes, has no legitimate right to claim kingship, for 
primogeniture is protected by both religious and secular authorities. Yet lineage is of 
little account for Tamburlaine: might is shown to prevail over right. Traditional notion 
of innate superiority of aristocracy is abandoned, and new concepts of nobility hinged 
on native capacities rather than inherited advantage is preferred. The hero is moved 
beyond the demotic register of lower-class origins to build his own empire, where class 
orthodoxies have been substituted by his own codes. Tamburlaine speaks proudly and 
indisputably for himself: “I am a lord, for so my deeds shall prove,/ And yet a shepherd 
by my parentage” (Pt I, I.ii.34-35). His follower Techelles prophesies kings kneeling 




crouch unto our conquering swords” (Pt I, I.ii.220). This is often seen as a warning 
against the divine right of kings in Christian treatise that the princely rule transmitted 
through successive generations are originally won by noble deeds, and that a failure to 
bear this in mind results in the change of regime. 
Although men in the Elizabethan age enjoyed more freedom, they had to 
recognize the divine authority and surrender to the divine power, which governed and 
decided life affairs. Yet Tamburlaine is not content to grasp his own fate within hands; 
he must be an arbiter of fate to unmake and make kings. When he crowns his victorious 
commanders Kings of Fez, Moroccus and Argier, Tamburlaine assures them of their 
due for the titles: 
 
Deserve these titles I endow you with 
By valour and by magnanimity. 
Your births shall be no blemish to your fame,  
For virtue is the fount whence honour springs, 
And they are worthy she investeth kings. (Pt I, IV.iv.119-23) 
 
Tamburlaine supposes that his men might have been upset about their humble origins 
when being crowned as kings. In his eyes, social status should not be measured by 
birth but “valor and magnanimity”, which are excellent qualities and abilities. The 
world conqueror acknowledges no social or natural limits to his capacities and values, 
the same for his men.  
One of the most daring stage-pictures is Tamburlaine’s self-coronation with the 
Persian crown on the basis of his living acts rather than inherited authority from 
another legitimate power, which astounds his world. Such a doing poses a bold 
challenge to the divine rights generally embraced in the medieval days. In addition, as 
Levin writes, Tamburlaine “pronounces his apologia, citing the precedent of Jove 
himself, and the dethronement of Saturn and the Titans by the gods who founded the 
reigning Olympian order” (56). He likens himself to the deities, and thus acts as a god 
himself. His mind is a microcosm of nature, with the elements bumping into each other 
in martial conflict, which accounts for his relentlessness to the single purpose:  
 
Nature, that fram’d us of four elements 




Doth teach us all to have aspiring minds. 
Our souls, whose faculties can comprehend 
The wondrous architecture of the world, 
And measure every wand’ring planet’s course, 
Still climbing after knowledge infinite, 
And always moving as the restless spheres, 
Wills us to wear ourselves and never rest 
Until we reach the ripest fruit of all, 
That perfect bliss and sole felicity, 
The sweet fruition of an earthly crown. (Pt I, II.vii.18-29) 
 
Tamburlaine here, who is viewed as an archetypal Renaissance man, takes an interest 
in pride, in lust for power and knowledge. He is said to be encouraged by the 
Renaissance humanism to translate contemplation into action, to pursue intellectual 
curiosity towards a higher end until the highest architecture of fortune. Conquest and 
kingship are the bourn of his infinite aspiration, driven by primal instincts. But “the 
thirst of reign and the sweetness of a crown” is not the ultimate end, as Tamburlaine 
longs to wield power freely, to surpass the threshold of morality in quest of forbidden 
knowledge of the heavens and the earth within the reach of man, to “soar above the 
highest sort”. His ambition, M. C. Bradbrook writes, “has no definite object: it exists 
in and for itself” (132).  
Such ambitions in political terms impel Tamburlaine to march against “golden 
places” rather than the humble folk. Kings are “dogs” to be bound to draw his coach. 
The exaggerated torment of the establishment is seen to feed into the fantasies of 
revenge upon the powerful tyrants, particularly that of Bajazeth. Just as claimed by 
Holbrook, even his carnivalesque violence has been felt as cleansing (102). Thus, 
charges made by his captive opponents as tyrants ring hollow. Bajazeth, the Great Turk 
in the morning, and the footstool of Tamburlaine before the day is over, calls on 
Fortune to bring destructive blow to the aggressive man. Zabina acknowledges that 
“then is there left no Mahomet, no God” (Pt I, V.i.239) and Techelles asserts that 
Mahomet cannot curb Tamburlaine to use torture. Bajazeth and Zabina break down 
under the pressure and commit suicide, but when Tamburlaine decrees that the great 
Turk and his fair empress should be properly buried with honor, he once again wins 
great appreciation.  
After progression from Persepolis to Damascus, from Samarkand to Babylon, the 




“slaughter of the gods”. We see his burning of the Scriptures in Part I, and of the Koran 
in Part II. Tamburlaine doubts the revenging God—“Jove, viewing me in arms, looks 
pale and wan,/ Fearing my power should pull him from his throne (Pt I, V.i.450-51)”, 
“Now Mahomet, if thou have any power,/ Come down thyself and work a miracle (Pt 
II, V.i.185-86)”. When Tamburlaine attacks God he attacks kings, and vice-versa, since 
kings derive their rights from the divine authority (however not the case for 
Tamburlaine). In this sense, Tamburlaine is seen as born to set right a depraved world, 
and to rebel against the decadent legitimacy, who is seen as the perfect illustration of 
the view maintained by Hobbes in his Leviathan: “I put for a general inclination of all 
mankind, a perpetual and restless desire for power after power, that ceaseth only in 
death” (qtd. in David Daiches, 239).  
With existing studies we’ve examined afar, Tamburlaine is widely hailed to 
possess a confidence and towering passion, driving ambition and incessant 
declamation to fight against the fixed limits of human attainment. In Tamburlaine plays, 
Marlowe exhibits a striking rise to world supremacy of a born shepherd, whose martial 
valor and preeminent generalship eventually win him governance of the vast Mongol 
empire. The hero shouts defiance at all the norms, religious and moral, which 
Marlowe’s generation inherited. In Waith’s words, “Tamburlaine is a proud and noble 
king at heart, who possesses the intrinsic kingliness of the hero, associated with the 
ideal of freedom, whereas other kings are presented as oppressors, the products of a 
corrupt system” (64). As we can see, Tamburlaine is traditionally appreciated as a 
positive tragic hero in Aristotelian sense, while the dark side of his nature has been 
ignored or justified.  
 
2.2 Faustus the Inquirer 
Faustus is the protagonist of another work (The Tragic History of Doctor Faustus) 
by Marlowe which tends to come apart in paraphrase. On one hand, it was read in 
religious terms as an idle reiteration of its source, The History of the Damnable Life 
and Deserved Death of Doctor John Faustus; on the other, it was treated as a parable 
of a modern scholar who seeks to break out medieval limitations and inquire into fresh 
knowledge. Recent critics coincide on their appeal against the first orthodox 




the heretical and blasphemous views ascribed to Marlowe. This voice is joined by that 
of Jonathan Dollimore, “one problem in particular has exercised critics of Doctor 
Faustus: its structure, inherited from the morality form, apparently negates what the 
play experientially affirms—the heroic aspiration of Renaissance man” (109).  
Behind this apparent discrepancy some have perceived a conflict between the 
moral and theological doctrines of a rigid Christian orthodoxy, and an assertion of 
Faustus, Roma Gill says, as “the epitome of Renaissance aspiration…all the divine 
discontent, the unwearied and unsatisfied striving after knowledge that marked the age 
in which Marlowe wrote” (qtd. in Dollimore 109). Sewall expresses the same view 
that “Marlowe did not merely repeat the old pattern, and his universe is not 
comfortable or secure” (58). Similarly, Nicholas Brooke concludes that Marlowe 
deliberately chose to use the Morality form, but perversely, “to invert or at least to 
satirize its normal intention” (110). Sewall claims that Marlowe, like the Greek 
tragedians, “interpolated into the old medieval equation the new, mysterious, and 
terrifyingly ambiguous dynamic of the Renaissance, gave it a fascination and dignity 
never realized in previous treatments of the story, and made Faustus, rather than 
Hamlet, the first modern man” (59). Seen in this light, Faustus remains still the kind 
of hero in the traditional sense with admirable traits and spirits.  
More specifically, Faustus is regularly interpreted as a representative of 
Renaissance men expressing a strong discontent with the conventional past upon the 
Elizabethan stage. According to David A. Male, the term “Renaissance man” is aptly 
applied to Faustus the defier, the explorer of forbidden realm, who is ready to take 
risks involving hostility, danger and destruction because of his powerful declaration 
that man has the life, the intelligence and the right to be master of the universe (77); 
while his prototype, John Faustus, is merely a medieval scholar who sold his soul to 
the devil in exchange for magic powers. Essentially, the original German Faust-book 
and its English versions are designed to edify their readers, in which Faustus’ decline 
and fall are simply used as a serious moral warning. However, for many Marlowe 
scholars the story provides other possibilities, where orthodox convictions and 
established beliefs are challenged. In their interpretation, in an age on the threshold of 
intellectual awakening, the strong temptation to taste the forbidden fruits drives the 




experience. Marlowe’s Faustus, as observed by John D. Jump, has the restless 
intellectual curiosity, the willful imagination, and the audacious desires of a man 
“responding fully and delightedly to the new trends in his age and the possibilities they 
seem to open up” (25). 
Like Tamburlaine, Doctor Faustus is generally recognized as an ambitious, risk-
taking power seeker. They are said to share the limitless desire, the wild passion for 
the infinite, a certain reckless, high confidence in the will and spirit of man. Daiches 
suggests that Faustus is another Tamburlaine on the intellectual level, who longs for 
infinite knowledge and limitless understanding (240). Just as Tamburlaine begins his 
life as a Scythian shepherd, so Faustus is born of “parents of base stock” and struggles 
into a position of great eminence in the University of Wittenberg by his own 
unremitting endeavors and brilliance. We first see him at the pinnacle of his worldly 
power and influence—an intellectual hero who masters all forms of available 
knowledge and skills, honored by the whole city, and revered by his students. However, 
the insatiable scholar desires more knowledge because it will in turn allow him to feed 
other desires, as knowledge for him means not merely insight, but more importantly 
the practical fruits of knowledge, such as beauty, wealth, power and pleasure, upon 
which he seeks to build an intellectual empire. This view finds support in the opening 
soliloquy, in which Faustus runs through all the established fields of human knowledge 
but still remains discontented and eager for more. Thus, he turns with admiration to 
the black world of magic and necromancy: 
 
O what a world of profit and delight,  
Of power, of honour, of omnipotence,  
Is promis’d to the studious artisan! 
All things that move between the quiet poles 
Shall be at my command. Emperors and kings 
Are but obey’d in their several provinces 
Nor can they raise the wind or rend the clouds. 
But his dominion that exceeds in this  
Stretcheth as far as doth the mind of man: 
A sound magician is a demi-god. 
Here, tire my brains to get a deity. (I.i.51-61) 
 
Faustus has already seen the ends of conventional study—a docile obedience, a 




analytics, but it aims only at logic disputation; medicine’s wondrous cure merely 
prolongs human life, neither makes men live eternally, nor raises the dead to life again; 
justice only settles petty cases of paltry legacies; and divinity, which seems so far the 
best, preaches that man is born in original sin. He has already “attained that end” in 
philosophy, won every plaudit as a theologian, made valuable suggestions, and cured 
complicate diseases:  
 
Is not thy common talk sound aphorisms? 
Are not thy bills hung up as monuments, 
Whereby whole cities have escap’d the plague, 
And thousand desperate maladies been cur’d? (I.i.19-22).  
 
Such a meteoric man, suggests Park Honan, seems “thoroughly human, sympathetic, 
far more concerned for his friends than his studies, and interested in worldly events, 
discussion, adventure and living” (207). Marlowe’s hero is believed to be more 
experienced, worldly, diverse and hungry in his interests than his brightest college 
fellow. 
With a childish glee, Faustus risks entry into the magic world which could bring 
him supernatural powers and extend the boundary of human knowledge even further. 
The knowledge he discards represents the attainments of past classical or medieval 
heritages, says Murray Roston, while the vistas opening so attractively before him are 
associated by imagery with the limitless expanses, the untold opulence and puissance 
revealed by the new spirit of exploration (171). Faustus does not simply rest content 
to outshine his fellow mortals, but dreams to be equal to the gods. However, there is a 
risk in this enterprise, since those indulged in the black art voluntarily give up all 
chances of redemption and condemn themselves to eternal torment in hell. The 
opening chorus speaks of Faustus “swol’n with cunning, of a self-conceit”, which 
leads him as the closing chorus reminds us “to practice more than heavenly power 
permits”. This medieval scholar deliberately ignores the restrictions imposed on 
human enquiry, and dares to reach into a forbidden realm. As David M. Bevington 
points out, even though Faustus’ quest for infinite knowledge is blasphemous in his 
day, it is a quest of impressive daring and intellect; and insofar as he aims at this 




great cause (255). Such blasphemy, as defended by C. L. Barber, is heroic endeavor, a 
Promethean enterprise, an expression of Renaissance spirit (92). 
Why is Faustus restless? Why is he unwilling to remain “but Faustus, and a man”? 
Why does he attempt to satisfy his insatiable appetites at all hazards? The only fixed 
star in the tragic view, stresses Arthur Miller, is the heroic urge to wholly realize 
himself, and whatever it is to repress his true nature or deprive him of his just deserts 
(1978); in other words, his heroism depends on the magnitude of risk and sacrifice he 
is willing to take and make. In this sense, as Sewall puts it, the tragedy of Faustus is 
that of Adam, who is seduced by the fruit of knowledge which seems to provide the 
only chance of self-realization in the present situation, as Paradise is far from enough 
(60).  
“How am I glutted with conceit of this! (I.i.76)” cries Faustus as he awaits his 
coveted power over all things important and trivial, material and spiritual, temporal 
and perpetual. He hopes that magic will resolve all the ambiguities that puzzle his 
scholarly mind, and help him perform desperate enterprise that meets his passionate 
desires: 
 
I’ll have them fly to India for gold, 
Ransack the ocean for orient pearl,  
And search all corners of the new-found world 
For pleasant fruits and princely delicates; 
I’ll have them read me strange philosophy, 
And tell the secrets of all foreign kings; 
I’ll have them wall all Germany with brass, 
And make swift Rhine circle fair Wittenberg; 
I’ll have them fill the public schools with silk, 
Wherewith the students shall be bravely clad; 
I’ll levy soldiers with the coin they bring, 
And chase the Prince of Parma from our land,  
And reign sole king of all the provinces. (I.i.80-92) 
 
When Valdes warns him to be “resolute”, his courage and conviction are tested, and 
he responds like a hero: “Valdes, as resolute am I in this,/ As thou to live, therefore 
object it not” (I.i.132-33), as if he is already well-prepared to meet the ultimate 
challenge: “This night I’ll conjure, though I die therefore” (I.i.164). Later, he 
successfully summons the spirits of the great Devil’s servant, Mephostophilis, whose 




deaf ear to Mephostophilis’ heart-cry: “Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it” (I.iii.76); 
to his painfully explicit amplification: “Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscrib’d/ In 
one self place, but where we are is hell…And places shall be hell that is not heaven” 
(II.i.120-25). Rising in his “manly fortitude”, writes Sewall, Faustus sneezes at the 
warning, refuses all hopes of heavenly joys, and intently offers his soul to the great 
Lucifer for twenty-four years of his heart’s desires (61). He chooses voluntarily, well 
aware of all possible results, Hell instead of Heaven. Thus, his self-damnation is seen 
by Brooke as “wholly positive, achieved by an assertion not a failure of his will” (118). 
Daiches senses an element of the heroic in Faustus’ transaction with the devil because 
he exchanges his soul for forbidden knowledge rather than worthless things (240). 
Now, Faustus walks of his own accord.  
Even the attempt to claim Faustus’ trivial pursuits and escapades in later scenes 
as a gradual deterioration of the heroic character from noble-mindedness to mere 
depravity is refuted by Brooke as foisting an idea of drama and behavior wholly 
foreign to Marlowe and his contemporaries (107). This imaginative passage is 
positively viewed as an expression of Faustus’ strong curiosity about the world, his 
lust for conquest, and his patriotism. He desires to visit every corner of the world to 
search for exotic fruits, to pursue the secrets of various countries to understand their 
strange philosophy, which is appreciated as a modern man’s strong thirst for 
knowledge in the Renaissance era. He also longs to search for gold and pearls to 
increase the material wealth in the world, which is regarded as exhibiting the emerging 
business spirits of that time. He even wants to develop new weapons and launch wars 
to drive out invaders, which is seen as a deep concern for national interest. Such strong 
curiosity and desire are appreciated as expressions of human confidence and optimism, 
as well as the vigorous and progressive spirits in the new age. Thus modern critics tend 
to claim that Faustus’ motives have nothing to do with the depraved sensuality and 
blind pride condemned by Christianity. This is a positive force which propels mankind 
to make constant progress and to make new scientific and technological achievements.  
Be that as it may, it can be seen from the text that Faustus pursues at one moment 
strange philosophy, at the next mere secrets of all foreign kings: pursuits of a mixture 
of noble and trivial aims. Similarly, there is a mixture of serious thought and cheap 





Philosophy is odious and obscure,  
Both law and physic are for petty wits; 
Divinity is basest of the three, 
Unpleasant, harsh, contemptible and vile. (I.i.104-7) 
 
So Faustus oscillates throughout the play, turning from the nature of Helen to 
demanding a wife; from Blind Homer to delight in the farcical seven deadly sins. But 
as far as Brooke is concerned, there is definitely not a deterioration in all these: if 
Faustus had deteriorated during the play he would be content with any hot whore, not 
insistent on Helen herself (108).  
According to Bevington, after signing his compact with the devil, Faustus shows 
no particular interest in fleshly comforts of lust, and the first thing which he asks is 
knowledge (256). Mephostophilis tells Faustus to ask what he wills, and gets answer 
like this: “First will I question with thee about hell./ Tell me, where is the place that 
men call hell?” (II.i.114-15). Moreover, Faustus is especially curious about the 
princess of darkness, who was once an angel “most dearly loved of God”, but was 
thrown from the face of heaven for his “aspiring pride and insolence”, the primordial 
tragic fault. So it seems that Faustus bears a close resemblance to this outcast who 
stands for rebellion against legally constituted authority. Xiao Minghan professes in 
his article “Satanic Figures: An Important Tradition in English Literature” that Faustus 
challenges the mainstream social, moral and religious orders as well as authoritative 
faith, which represents the unstoppable determination of Renaissance men to pursue 
freedom of knowledge, power and development (54). 
As the play proceeds, the devil promises to give Faustus a book about all spells 
and incantations, but he demands another two, “a book where I might see all characters 
and planets of the heavens, that I might know their emotions and dispositions” 
(II.i.166-67), and “one book more, and then I have done, wherein I might see all plants, 
herbs and trees that grow upon the earth” (II.i.169-70). When Faustus imagines all the 
goods to be brought to him, the first thing that comes to his mind is to solve all his 
problems, which is read as a proof of his keen interests in science and knowledge. In 
his desperation, Faustus still inspires himself to discuss the issue of divine astrology 




generally assumed, shows that Faustus develops an intense interest in the energetic 
pursuit of fresh knowledge, rather than mere material comforts or physical pleasure. 
Scholarship, writes Levin, is rewarded by no greater satisfaction for Faustus than 
sovereignty for Tamburlaine, or conspiracy for Barabbas (132).  
Yet, despite that intellectual curiosity is viewed as the main activating force 
behind Faustus, it cannot be completely separated from the secondary motives with 
which it is bound up, the will to power and the appetite for pleasure. Actually, Faustus 
does speak of the sweet pleasure: 
 
Had not sweet pleasure conquer’d deep despair.   
Have not I made blind Homer sing to me 
Of Alexander’s love and Oenon’s death? 
And hath not he, that built the walls of Thebes 
With ravishing sound of his melodious harp, 
Made music with my Mephostophilis? 
Why should I die then, or basely despair? 
I am resolv’d, Faustus shall not repent. (II.ii.25-32) 
 
Modern critics argue that sweet pleasure for Faustus means songs of Homer and music 
of Amphion, rather than fleshly comforts of delicacy, finery or lust emphasized in the 
Faust-book. Also, Faustus shows no interest in material wealth, which can be seen 
from his attitude towards law: “This study fits a mercenary drudge,/ Who aims at 
nothing but external trash,/ Too servile and illiberal for me” (I.i.34-36). It is claimed 
that what Faustus pursues is not material well-being but spiritual enjoyment, 
particularly that of classical studies. Immediately he urges the devil to inform him 
more of astronomy. His pursuit of various knowledge reflects the common yearning 
for classical culture and new science of his age. The textual historical implications 
have grown more meaningful, if we see Faustus as a symbol of the emerging and 
thriving scientific spirit of the Renaissance period. He is essentially an out-of-date 
scientist even in his own time, which can be seen from his stale knowledge of 
astronomy. But Muller urges us to view it in a broader sense that he represents the 
“Faustian spirit” in the western civilization, that is, a restless, willful, dynamic spirit 
which encourages people to seek the power to change and command, explore and 
exploit the whole world, as well as leads to a series of revolutions in the history (162).  




The Marlovian hero does not allow himself to be like Everyman, demanding not only 
wealth, power, honor, and beauty, but also god-like omnipotence and omniscience. He 
thus signs an infamous bargain to get command of magic, which stands outside the 
received system of knowledge. It is, for Faustus, a creative and anti-institutional 
pursuit unrestrained by established system and traditions, and symbolizes a new way 
of thought and existence. The hero sets himself opposed not only to human society, 
but to God, for his appeal fundamentally violates Christian taboos. For one thing, he 
seeks to pursue all kinds of knowledge, including the truth of heaven and hell, as well 
as the creator, which threatens to undermine the authority of Christianity; for the other, 
he desires the god-like power and tends to transcend the insurmountable gap between 
man and God. In the historical context, his pursuit stands for men’s strong curiosity 
and sense of conquest of the world in a new era; but in the religious one, what he 
pursues is the superhuman knowledge and power far beyond his part. He keeps 
questioning the devil about the hell: “First will I question with thee about hell” 
(II.i.114); “O might I see hell and return again life safe, how happy were I then” 
(II.ii.157). Faustus doubts the Christian idea of heaven and hell, “hell’s a fable” 
(II.i.126). A key moment in the play is his query as to “who made the world”, to which 
Mephostophilis refuses to reply. It is not the thing he should think about. To do so is 
to acknowledge that he is born to obey and to glorify his Creator; he nevertheless 
consciously and freely chooses to live for himself. As Holbrook states, as “much of 
our culture is human- rather than god-centered, Faustus thus appears, for all his pre-
modern infatuation with magic, as a peculiarly modern kind of hero” (111).  
Faustus’ contract with Lucifer is seen as another challenge to God’s ban on 
forbidden knowledge after Adam and Eve. But his sin is much more serious than that 
of Eve, who is seduced by a serpent and commits an offence in ignorance; while 
Faustus acts out of human reason and free will. Of particular interest is that Faustus 
confesses the knowledge he pursued is necromancy—the so-called black magic which 
seems to endow people with power of God and thus is strictly forbidden by the church, 
but he also cheers that he obtains a heavenly power, which subverts the boundary 
between good and evil knowledge as defined by Christianity, and announces to the 
world that knowledge has no limits. Xiao Minghan holds that what matters is not good 




process, which provoke revolutionary and emancipatory ideas in his society (54). 
Before signing the contract, Faustus demonstrates his determination to the devil: 
“This word ‘damnation’ terrifies not him,/ For he confounds hell in Elysium” (I.iii.58-
59). He is well aware of the consequences of his choice to side with the devil: “Seeing 
Faustus hath incurr’d eternal death,/ By desperate thoughts against Jove’s deity” 
(I.iii.88-89). Later he says to himself: “Now, Faustus, must thou needs to be damn’d?/ 
And canst thou not be sav’d./ What boots it then to think on God or Heaven?” (II.i.1-
3). Faustus refuses God’s mercy for he thinks that the sin of despair which he commits 
is inextricably linked with the sin of pride. He believes that his sins are too great to 
beg for God’s forgiveness—Faustus’ offence should never be excused. The serpent 
that tempted Eve may be pardoned, but not Faustus, whose despair runs through the 
play and culminates in his final monologue: 
 
Stand still, you ever-moving spheres of heaven, 
That time may cease and midnight ever come. (V.ii.129-30) 
… 
O I’ll leap up to my God! Who pulls me down? 
See, see, where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament! 
One drop would save my soul, half a drop! Ah, my Christ! (138-40) 
… 
And see where God stretcheth out his arm, 
And bends his ireful brows. 
Mountains and hills, come, come, and fall on me,  
And hide me from the heavy wrath of God.  
No, no! 
Then will I headlong run into the earth. 
Earth, gape! O no, it will not harbour me. 
You stars that reign’d at my nativity,  
Whose influence hath allotted death and hell,  
Now draw up Faustus like a foggy mist 
Into the entrails of yon labouring cloud,  
That when you vomit forth into the air 
My limbs may issue from your smoky mouths,  
So that my soul may but ascend to heaven.  
Ah, half the hour is past, ’twill all be past anon. 
O God,  
If thou wilt not have mercy on my soul,  
Yet for Christ’s sake whose blood hath ransom’d me,  
Impose some end to my incessant pain: 
Let Faustus live in hell a thousand years,  
A hundred thousand, and at last be sav’d. 
O, no end is limited to damned souls. 




Or why is this immortal that thou hast? 
Ah, Pythagora’s metempsychosis, were that true, 
This soul should fly from me, and I be chang’d 
Unto some brutish beast.  
All beasts are happy, for when they die 
Their souls are soon dissolv’d in elements,  
But mine must live still to be plagu’d in hell. (144-73) 
 
Sewall sees something of the classic apotheosis in the final moments, where Faustus 
transcends the man he was (66). To the orthodox, it is a sinner’s fate; yet to Sewall, it 
is a hero’s, as Faustus “goes out no craven sinner”, but violently expresses strong 
feelings of outrage and helplessness of human beings who would like to undo the past 
and stop the clock against the inevitable reckoning (66). Faustus longs to be hidden 
under mountains, thence to be risen aloft to heaven with the volcanic eruption; to be 
dissolved into a cloud and thus ascend; and to be turned into a beast without immortal 
soul. He then curses the parents who engendered him, curses Lucifer, and himself. 
Sewall still speaks for the hero, and justifies his last apostrophe, in which he neither 
completely debases himself in self-hatred, nor uncritically accept the destined fate, 
instead he resists it, imagines possible escape routes, and clings to every precious 
second of remaining life (67). It is widely held that the last monologue is so appealing 
and powerful that no character in a traditional morality play can bring spectators so 
close to his inner world. 
There is no possible reconciliation between Faustus and God, as he shakes the 
very fundamental belief in the divine authority. On one hand, Marlowe stresses the 
causal relationship between the subjective choice and tragic ending; on the other, the 
dramatist vividly depicts the individual motives and inner contradictions of his hero, 
and places the dilemma in a specific historical situation, which is thought to help 
highlight the heroic image of Faustus. This “heroic” pursuit of knowledge and freedom 
essentially undermines religious authority, but to some extent reflects human progress 
and social ideological emancipation in his age. Faustus is confronted with a binary 
choice of either individual cravings or rebellion against God. As Raymond Williams 
notes, Faustus characteristically is the hero, whose individual rebellion is humanist, at 
a conscious level (94). This voice is joined by others that Faustus is a true tragic hero 




In Faustus’ own words, he is dedicated to living a life of “pleasure and dalliance”, 
which implicitly suggests the soul is not something to be troubled: what is important 
is here and now. This concept of life is above criticism in modern terms; however, the 
oppressive theological framework sees eternal suffering in hell as a proper punishment 
for Faustus’ transgression— 
 
Faustus is gone: regard his hellish fall,  
Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise 
Only to wonder at unlawful things,  
Whose deepness doth entice such forward wits,  
To practice more than heavenly power permits. (Epilog. 4-8)  
 
—while for the untheological minds it is difficult to figure out why it serves him right, 
since he does not commit any appalling crimes with his new-found power, just some 
pranks and farces. Holbrook proposes that what is truly unacceptable is that Faustus, 
like Tamburlaine, articulates an unapologetically worldly, amoral view of life (109). 
Brooke defines this as a kind of secular virtue, and finds its source in Aristotle’s treatise. 
This conception is compared to Aristotelian description of the Magnificent Man: he 
who excels in all worldly ‘goods’, wealth, dignity, popularity and so on, who is a great 
patron of the arts, and who is superior to all the limitations of lesser men (119). 
Aristotle underlines two important aspects of the Great-souled man: first, he must 
stand firm in his lonely pursuit of greatness, even the slightest hesitation or retreat not 
being allowed: “For the great-souled man is justified in despising other people—his 
estimates are correct”; and second, he cannot tolerate any rival within his sphere of 
influence who might overshadow him: “he will not go where other people take the first 
place and he will be incapable of living at the will of another, since to do so is slavish” 
(qtd. in Brooke 119). Apparently, Faustus does not fully conform to the ideal of 
Aristotelian greatness, yet Brooke argues that his subjective aim of self-expansion is 
equated with that ideal (120). 
As we can see in the play, Faustus gives priority to “four-and-twenty years of 
liberty” over anything else, and on the Renaissance stage, he behaves as a “freedom 
fighter”, in Holbrook’s terms, and presents “an exhilarating instance of absolute 
freedom” (112). The thrust for freedom, as Miller comments, is the very quality which 




God since Adam and Eve, seeking to extract the forbidden fruits of knowledge. In the 
end Holbrook summarizes that what the spectators like about him is simply his 
astounding boldness and originality; whatever else he is, Faustus is memorably himself 
and undoubtedly the hero; the other characters are background by comparison (112).  
 
2.3 Barabas the Redeemer 
Marlowe’s Jew of Malta, maintains Roma Gill, a very popular play in its day, 
ranks as one of the most imaginative creations of Elizabethan drama, having no known 
antecedents for the main events of the plot, and no known counterpart for its 
protagonist. For the Elizabethan audience, the Jew was identical with Judas, here even 
bearing the hated name of Barabas. Nonetheless, the hero undoubtedly exerts a certain 
attraction, as the prologue explicitly delivers in Machiavelli’s name: “Admir’d I am of 
those that hate me most” (Pro. 9). 
Clarence Valentine Boyer labels Barabas as a villain-hero, but emphasizes the 
elements of greatness in the hero’s character, such as courage, intellect and marked 
ability (52), rather than the villainous part. Boyer borrows Nietzsche’s philosophy to 
justify the praise of Barabas and his actions, which is influenced by “the greatness of 
the aims, the intellectuality of the means, and the opposition to be overcome” (53). 
Marlowe is said to consciously bring all these influences together to arouse for his 
hero both sympathy and admiration, even respect. It is generally assumed that Barabas 
is more attractive than others in this play and his uninhibited pursuit of wealth is 
compelling to the imagination of spectators.  
Marlowe himself says in the prologue that “you shall find him still, in all his 
projects, a sound Machevill, and that’s his character” (The Prologue Spoken at Court, 
7-9). Walking on the stage as Prologue, Machevill simply claims Barabas as one of his 
disciples, and gives us an advance description of the character as it later develops, 
which is obviously an auctorial acknowledgement of Machiavellian influence, and a 
guide to the nature of the action. However, some critics have called it a presentation 
of pseudo-Machiavellian doctrine so as to deny the villainous characteristics in the 
hero. Paul H. Kocher, for instance, argues that the popular Machiavelism on the 
Elizabethan stage was quite another thing, widely different from the Machiavelism of 




Machiavelli actually says (194-95). Ribner Irving echoes that Machiavel stereotype 
probably began in a popular misunderstanding of Machiavelli, and was aided by 
attacks from the church, thus it contains absolutely no reflection of Machiavellian 
ideas (349-53). Other scholars have attempted to see something positive in 
Machiavellian influence as a defense of the heroic image. Ellis-Fermor regards that 
Marlowe saw in it only another expression of the aspiration, of the longing to outstrip 
man’s limitation (91). Or it has been suggested that Marlowe took advantage of 
Machiavellian spirit in order to subvert conventional values. In this sense, Barabas is 
said to bear a close resemblance to Machiavelli in his rebel against religious authority, 
the yearning for individual heroism, the love of freedom, as well as the unscrupulous 
pursuit of ideals. This kind of view is in harmony with the modern temper. Marlowe 
is thought to deliberately subvert the traditional concept of good and evil, building the 
Governor, who was supposed to be a representative of Christian good, into a 
spokesman of religious oppression and hypocrisy, thus Barabas a Jewish hero against 
religious authority. This can find support in Holbrook’s remark about Barabas’ “betters” 
in this play: they are frauds, which can be expected in the opening speech of 
Machevelli that “elite authority is exposed as cynically ruthless craft” (115). Roston is 
of a similar opinion: the Christians in the play are little better than Barabas, breaking 
treaties when it serves their turn and arbitrarily confiscating the Jew’s wealth and 
property when in urgent need of money (166). Either-way, Barabas certainly stands 
out from a common crowd, and is in every sense the dramatic hero. His ambition is 
appreciated as glorious; his aspiration lofty; even his egotism and pride have their 
admirable sides; while his grievance and indignation at the extortion imposed on him 
predispose the spectators to identify with his desire for revenge. How Marlowe 
actually used Machiavellian doctrines in the composition of his play is, after all, a 
relatively minor problem. The major problem is that critics are inclined to emphasize 
the positive aspect of heroic character in Barabas. 
This idea is brilliantly disclosed in the opening encounter between Barabas and 
Ferneze, the governor of the island. Barabas’ enemies and future victims may represent 
the cause of virtue, but as Bevington observes, we are suddenly presented with the 
irony of finding Barabas the sympathetic victim of Christian treachery (224). The Jew 




which the Christians incurred due to their failure to respect a covenant. Barabas is now 
identified with the figure of a sacrificial redeemer, who, in the last act, “volunteers” to 
effect “a dissolution of the slavish bands” into which the faithless Christians have 
eventually fallen at the cost of his life, for the vile Christians betray their savior again 
to reconfirm the freedom he has won for them from the Turks.  
“I can see no fruits of in all their faith,” speaks Barabas of the Christians, “But 
malice, falsehood, and excessive pride,/ Which methinks fits not their profession” 
(I.i.114-16). With great calamity at hand the Christians would turn their eyes on the 
despised race to rob half their fortune. Ferneze’s method of taxation is visibly despotic, 
and his refusal to give Barabas a few minutes for reconsideration is more arbitrary. 
The only “plausible” reason for his doings is that: 
 
No, Jew, like infidels; 
For through our sufferance of your hateful lives, 
Who stand accursed in the sight of heaven,  
These taxes and afflictions are befall’n, 
And therefore thus we are determined. (I.ii.64-68) 
 
Although Ferneze speaks in an utterly brigandish logic, it seems to be justified on the 
basis of religion, which reveals the insolent and irrational Christian oppression of the 
Jews. The other three Jews react immediately to such threats: “O my lord, we will give 
half” (I.i.76). As Boyer notes, the burst of wrath with which Barabas turns on his meek 
spirited brethren for succumbing so quickly reveals his own high spirit and warms the 
spectators to him: “O earth-metalled villains, and no Hebrews born!/ And will you 
basely thus submit yourselves/ To leave your goods to their arbitrement?” (I.i.77-79). 
He refuses to basely yield himself to the unjust authority: “Half of my substance is a 
city’s wealth./ Governor, it was not got so easily;/ Nor will I part so lightly therewithal” 
(I.i.84-86). As a victim, says Gill, Barabas’ resistance is almost heroic.  
Nevertheless, Ferneze still has the gall to preach the virtue of patience and the sin 
of covetousness to Barabas:  
 
If thou rely upon thy righteousness, 
Be patient, and thy riches will increase. 
Excess of wealth is cause of covetousness; 





This far-fetched excuse is denounced by Barabas as nothing but a blatant plunder that 
“your scripture confirm your wrongs”. Holbrook believes that this passage is to 
discredit religion, which is merely a tool of statecraft, as Machiavelli thought it to be 
(116). The “Grave Governor” is essentially a canting hypocrite, who is “beautiful 
outward” but inside “full of dead men’s bones and uncleanness”. “Content thee, 
Barabas”, Ferneze says, “thou hast naught but right” (I.ii.151), to which Barabas 
replies pointedly: “Your extreme right does me exceeding wrong” (I.ii.152). As 
Barabas recognizes, the “profession” of Christians is “policy” rather than “simplicity”. 
Surprisingly, Ferneze admits that Barabas gains wealth by righteous and just means, 
which are far nobler than his forcible seizure and trickery. With Barabas’ query “And 
which of you can charge me otherwise” (I.i.116), Ferneze has lost his tongue to accuse 
the Jew of moral corruption in any way other than his excessive wealth. We are advised 
to imagine that if Barabas violated any morality or law, Ferneze would undoubtedly 
and immediately argue against him. In the encounters with the Christians, Barabas is 
seen as an honest and righteous man who insists that the individual must be judged by 
his own actions, and that “the man that dealeth righteously shall live” (I.ii.115). Ellis-
Fermor asserts with conviction that even at the crisis of his fortune, Barabas is still a 
man whose habit of thought is honest, beset on all sides by hypocrisy and trickery, but 
he does not lose clear-sightedness even under pressure of extreme suffering (98-99). 
For this moment, the Elizabethan audience, no matter what attitude they held toward 
Jews in general, would have been seized with genuine sympathy for Barabas as well 
as some indignation at the common dilemma for men. 
Several Jews arrive to comfort Barabas after his property was confiscated. The 
hero                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
feels puzzled when the first Jew urges him to be patient: “O silly brethren, born to see 
this day!/ Why stand you thus unmov’d with my laments?/ Why weep you not to think 
upon my wrongs?” (I.ii.169-71), and queries the Jewish humiliated submission: “Why 
did you yield to their extortion?” (I.ii.176). But the Jew, far from being as indignant as 
Barabas, continues to urge the hero to recall the example of Job. When the Jews take 





Ay, fare you well.  
See the simplicity of these base slaves,  
Who, for the villains have no wit themselves, 
Think me to be a senseless lump of clay, 
That will with every water wash to dirt! 
No, Barabas is born to better chance,  
And fram’d of finer mould than common men, 
That measure naught but by the present time. (I.ii.212-19) 
 
Holbrook finds something thrilling in Barabas’ vengeance on these moralizing frauds: 
the other Jews just accept the fate, but Barabas determines to fight his way (116), for 
it is beneath his heroic dignity to endure blindly and silently. Unlike his weak 
compatriots, the hero only sees a humble attitude in the example of Job who lacks an 
awareness to resist unjust oppression. Christians believe that only with a strong and 
unquestioned belief in God as infinite good and all-seeing wisdom can they be 
redeemed. Job is such a typical example, who peacefully submits to all sorts of 
sufferings and regards them as tests of God. The Christian rulers hope that all their 
subjects are like Job or Barabas’ Jewish fellows so that they can play with the world 
safely. The tale of Job cited here reveals that men are made blind, paralyzed, stupid 
and incompetent by dogmatic religion, just as Machiavelli accused Christianity: “I 
count religion but a childish toy,/ And hold there is no sin but ignorance” (Pro. 14-15).   
Since Ferneze’s party implements a Machiavellian policy towards the Jews to 
fulfill their league with the Turkish, now Barabas is seen as perfectly justified to turn 
to Machiavellian methods in his campaign of righteous revenge against the authority. 
Once adopted, as Ellis-Fermor opines, Barabas is of a quick invention, steady nerves, 
and resolute; though of the race which disclaims kingship and professes to be “fawn 
like spaniels”, he has as high a spirit and as unbending a temper an aristocrat (100). 
Unlike Machiavelli, Barabas does not have a country to defend, and even his oppressed 
compatriots do not side with him to resist and struggle. Yet he is never dismayed to 
find himself alone; for, as Ellis-Fermor further explains, it has been not his habit to 
claim dependence on others: 
 
My gold, my gold, and all my wealth is gone! 
You partial heavens, have I deserv’d this plague? 
What, will you thus oppose me, luckless stars,  




And knowing me impatient in distress, 
Think me so mad as I will hang myself,  
That I may vanish o’er the earth in air,  
And leave no memory that e’er I was? 
No, I will live; nor loathe I this my life: 
And since you leave me in the ocean thus 
To sink or swim, and put me to my shifts,  
I’ll rouse my senses, and awake myself. (I.ii.255-66) 
 
This soliloquy is said to show Barabas’ strong perseverance, contempt for destiny and 
confidence in himself, which arouses sympathy and admiration among the audience. 
Ellis-Fermor agrees with his self-glorification as a real hero “fram’d of finer mold than 
common men”. As all of Marlovian heroes, Barabas values his precious life; rather 
than hangs himself out of depression and despair, he decides to revolt with all the 
intelligence and alertness at his disposal. McAlindon speaks highly of his wit, his 
energy, his resourcefulness, and his resolution in the face of the worst his enemies can 
offer, which secure him a large measure of our respect and sympathy (101).  
The injustice of the Christians, critics have argued, provides an understandable 
motivation for the Jew’s hatred and his subsequent acts of revenge. The hero is driven 
to revolt, so that his misanthropic deeds are seen as reasonable:   
 
Daughter, I have it: thou perceiv’st the plight 
Wherein these Christians have oppressed me: 
Be rul’d by me, for in extremity 
We ought to make bar of no policy. (I.ii.267-70) 
 
Some critics have argued that even Abigail, the only virtuous character in the play, 
acknowledges at first the justice of Barabas’ vindictiveness, so that she agrees to mix 
herself inside the nuns to help her father retrieve his property from the confiscated 
house. The Jew’s means, even if somewhat despicable, is justified by some critics as 
right and reasonable. All of his later acts are also seen as just acts of vengeance or self-
defense, driven by Ferneze’s first arbitrary extortion.  
This capable man is a member of an oppressed race, an outcast from the Christian 
society, who stands alone in the desperate situation. He can only rely upon himself to 
fight against oppressive rulers, whom he originally has no intention to offend, just to 




and justice for a Jew never heard of, thus Barabas is seen as completely justified to 
resort to the only weapon left to him. Boyer comes to Barabas’ defense that his guileful 
acts, instead of signifying depravity and alienating sympathy, point to a fertile wit and 
a spirit not easily tamed (56). Thus, even in the revenge which follows, Barabas is 
believed to still command sympathetic understanding of the audience, for such a man 
with self-respect and intellect has been wounded in his sorest point, and humiliated by 
the one which he despises, hence his revenge extends to the whole race.  
Moreover, a further probe into the inner world of Barabas is made, which is said 
to be no less profound than Faustus:  
 
        I may curse the day, 
Thy fatal birthday, forlorn Barabas; 
And henceforth wish for an eternal night,  
That clouds of darkness may enclose my flesh,  
And hide these extreme sorrows from mine eyes. 
For only I have toil’d to inherit here  
The months of vanity, and loss of time, 
And painful nights have been appointed me. (I.ii.190-97) 
…… 
The incertain pleasures of swift-footed time,  
Have ta’en their flight, and left me in despair; 
And of my former riches rests no more 
But bare remembrance, like a soldier’s scar,  
That has no further comfort for his maim. (II.i.7-11) 
 
Critics have picked up the trails of modern ideas in his speeches, where the sense of 
despair and futility, the indictment of the unjust world are fully revealed. Bradbrook 
thinks that in Barabas’ laments “there is a new and poignant note which recalls 
Faustus”, for some of his phrases are out of proportion to a material loss, but express 
some kind of general disillusion (151).  
Marlowe is thought to consciously present Barabas first as a victim to highlight 
the necessity of his active struggle and justify his retaliatory acts. The lone hero 
unremittingly seeks justice and freedom, as well as the meaning of life. The dignified 
hero does not allow himself to be subjected to the indignity and gross injustice by those 
naturally endowed with authority, to whom he has given not the slightest offense 
(Boyer 55). For Barabas, only by opposing this kind of moral discrimination and 




taking his side, identify the Jew as a real hero who fearlessly fights for individual 
equality and against religious oppression.   
In this play, Marlowe is again paid the compliment of imitation by Shakespeare, 
where Barabas is widely thought to draw the sketch for Shylock. However, supporters 
of Barabas insist that up to this point the Shakespearean character is unworthy of the 
hero. Shylock, being discriminated and rejected by the Christians, decides to take the 
opportunity to revenge on Antonio, who is thus just seen as a narrow-minded revenger, 
with the slightest heroic spirit of Barabas. Moreover, Shylock lives in a society where 
everything is set in its right position, where Antonio and Portia truly represent the good, 
thus he is finally assimilated into such a world; while Barabas lives in a corrupt world 
where the moral order is totally reversed, where political, military and religious leaders 
are all tainted, thus he is supposed to rise up in revolt. As a Jew, Barabas is clearly an 
outsider, a ready victim for Christian oppression. The dramatic subject, claims Male, 
should not be considered as that of an evil Jew fighting against a virtuous Christian 
society, but rather as that of a decent man responding to the spirit of the times (7), thus 
his active resistance against unfair oppression is totally just and heroic. 
The other perspective well to the fore in the character of Barabas is a spirit of 
capitalism. We are advised not to interpret the heroic pursuit of wealth simply as an 
expression of avarice. Wilson demonstrates that the character which Marlowe portrays 
is, as is usual with him, that of a man of exceptional power seeking exceptional power, 
this is no conventional stage-miser, no monster of a Jew (61). As Tamburlaine seeks 
power of rule, Faustus of knowledge, Barabas is devoted to pursuing power of money. 
When he first appears in his counting-house, his wealth is presented as tremendous 
and his ambition overwhelming:  
 
Give me the merchants of the Indian mines, 
That trade in metal of the purest day,  
The wealthy Moor, that in the eastern rocks 
Without control can pick his riches up,  
And in his house heap pearl like pebble stones, 
Receive them free, and sell them by the weight; 
Bags of fiery opals, sapphires, amethysts,  
Jacinths, hard topaz, grass-green emeralds,  
Beauteous rubies, sparkling diamonds,  
And seld-seen costly stones of so great price,  




And of a carat of this quantity,  
May serve in peril of calamity,  
To ransom great kings from captivity. (I.i.19-32) 
 
According to Frederick S. Boas, Barabas gloats over heaps of gold as Tamburlaine 
over each conquered empire; and as the Scythian shepherd seeks a world-wide empery 
so the Jew seeks “infinite riches in a little room” (Christopher 133). There is, holds 
Boyer, no groveling, miserly greed in such a passionate speech, instead it is the 
ambition of a Faustus for infinite power in terms of gold, thus such a hero who is 
capable of such a striking concept of wealth must have within heart an admirable 
imagination that commands the audience’s admiration (54). Boyer’s opinion finds a 
resonance in Howard S. Babb: the magnificence of Barabas in the opening scenes is 
self-evident, for his celebration of wealth is almost heroic (87). It is widely held that 
Barabas’ passion for wealth cannot be degraded into ignoble avarice. We are reminded 
of Alfred Harbage’s remark: this is not “dirty money”—soiled either by baseness of 
acquisition or by invidious comparison with higher human values—but quite clean 
money; wealth as the idea of it is here invoked remains one of the Aristotelian good 
things (57). To prove his point, Harbage further quotes Volpone’s opening address to 
his gold and jewels: 
 
Good morning to the day; and next, my gold: 
Open the shrine, and I may see my Saint. 
Hail the world’s soul, and mine! more glad than is 
The teeming earth to see the long’d-for sun  
Peep through the horns of the celestial Ram, 
Am I, to view thy splendour darkening his; 
That lying here, amongst my other hoards, 
Shew’st like a flame by night; or like the day  
Struck out of chaos, when all darkness fled 
Unto the center. O thou son of sol, 
But brighter than thy father, let me kiss, 
With adoration, thee, and every relick 
Of sacred treasure, in this blessed room. 
Well did wise poets, by thy glorious name,  
Title that age which they would have the best; 
Thou being the best of things: and far transcending  
All style of joy, in children, parents, friends,  
Or any other waking dream on earth: 
Thy looks when they to Venus did ascribe,  
They should have given her twenty thousand Cupids; 






in which he is not talking about the issue of wealth, but is invoking the idea of distorted 
values, the cult of gold-worship, and the corruption of the world. To put it briefly, 
Harbage believes that Barabas expresses aspiration, Volpone perversion. 
When Barabas keeps track of the movements of his merchant fleets, Boas sees 
him as a general with a well-regulated mind reviewing his forces (Christopher 34):  
 
        I hope my ships  
I sent for Egypt and the bordering isles 
Are gotten up by Nilus’ winding banks; 
Mine argosy from Alexandria, 
Loaden with spice and silks, now under sail, 
Are smoothly gliding down by Candy shore 
To Malta, through our Mediterranean sea. (I.i.41-47) 
 
These merchant ships returning from all over the world indicate that Barabas builds a 
commercial empire that extends worldwide. When a shipmaster in his employment 
enters to inform that his ships are arriving safely and asks him to perform the custom 
duties, Barabas answers him in an imperious tone of a master of men, whose word acts 
as law in his own sphere:  
 
        Go bid them come ashore, 
And bring with them their bills of entry: 
I hope our credit in the custom-house 
Will serve as well as I present there.  
Go send ’em three-score camels, thirty mules, 
And twenty waggons to bring up the ware.  
But art thou master in a ship of mine,  
And is thy credit not enough for that? (I.i.56-63) 
 
When the shipmaster doubts if this duty is beyond his capacity, Barabas interrupts him 
immediately: “Go tell ’em the Jew of Malta sent thee, man:/ Tush, who amongst ’em 
knows not Barabas?” (I.i.66-67), and there comes an instant response: “I go”. In the 
same authoritative tone, when a second mastership arrives with news of his richly 
laden argosy from Alexandria, Barabas cries: “Well, go/ And bid the merchants and 
my men dispatch,/ And come ashore, and see the fraught discharg’d” (I.i.98-100), and 




shrewdness, and monarch-like authority, as Babb says, his self-consciousness of 
stature recalls Othello and Lear (87). In his kingdom, Barabas is a monarch with god-
like power, even the natural elements are to do him service, making him more powerful 
than kings: 
 
Thus trolls our fortune in by land and sea, 
And thus are we on every side enrich’d. 
These are the blessings promis’d to the Jews,  
And herei1n was old Abram’s happiness: 
What more may heaven do for earthly man 
Than thus to pour out plenty in their laps, 
Ripping the bowels of the earth for them, 
Making the sea their servant, and the winds,  
To drive their substance with successful blasts? (I.i.102-10) 
…… 
I must confess we come not to be kings: 
That’s not our fault: alas, our number’s few, 
And crowns come either by succession, 
Or urg’d by force; and nothing violent,  
Oft have I heard tell, can be permanent. 
Give us a peaceful rule; make Christians kings,  
That thirst so much for principality. (I.i.128-34) 
 
Barabas is not only the richest of the Jews, but also the proudest. He thinks of himself 
as equal with kings in dignity, and born to rule, though in different terms—he prefers 
to command the mines, to rule the oceans, and to govern the trade of the world. At the 
opening scene, Barabas, commends Ellis-Fermor, is a man who has become powerful 
by his steady exercise of native tenacity and intelligence, without being driven by a 
fierce or fanatic desire for power; even at the height of his fortunes, when his wealth 
is greater than all the other Maltese merchants combined, he is not intoxicated by it 
(98). 
Other critics have also noted that Barabas accumulates his wealth in a legal and 
proper way. The Governor, the Friars, and Bassoes of the Turk all show strong desires 
for money, who nevertheless attempt dirty tactics to gain wealth. To make good within 
a month ten years’ unpaid tribute to the Turks, Ferneze orders each Jew to hand over 
half his wealth or become a Christian, but after arbitrary deprivation of their wealth, 
he repudiates his covenant with the Turks, though keeping the Jew’s money for himself, 




her father’s villainy, and promises that he would keep it a secret in line with his 
professional ethics. However, he treasures up the news, with Friar Jacomo he urgently 
confronts Barabas with threatened exposure.  
Simultaneously, we are reminded that, after being made Governor of Malta, 
Barabas, instead of indulging in the joy of gaining power, thinks that even power could 
not bring more pleasure to him than pure money, thus initiatively gives up his 
newfound power to pursue wealth. It seems that for Barabas wealth is an end in itself, 
rather than an agent to power or pleasure. Hence, Barabas is said to value wealth not 
merely for its own sake but essentially represents the spirit of capitalism. Max Weber 
once distinguished the ordinary desire for money from the spirit of capitalism and 
made incisive comments on the difference, which helps explain the spirit embodied in 
Barabas: 
 
In fact, the summum bonum of this ethic, the earning of more and more money, 
combined with the strict avoidance of all spontaneous enjoyment of life, is 
above all completely devoid of any eudemonistic, not to say hedonistic, 
admixture. It is thought of so purely as an end in itself, that from the point of 
view of the happiness of, or utility to, the single individual, it appears entirely 
transcendental and absolutely irrational. Man is dominated by the making of 
money, by acquisition as the ultimate purpose of his life. Economic 
acquisition is no longer subordinated to man as the means for the satisfaction 
of his material needs. This reversal of what we should call the natural 
relationship, so irrational from a naïve point of view, is evidently as definitely 
a leading principal of capitalism as it is foreign to all peoples not under 
capitalistic influence. At the same time it expresses a type of feeling which is 
closely connected with certain religious ideas. If we thus ask, why should 
“money be made out of men”, Benjamin Franklin himself, although he was a 
colorless deist, answers in his autobiography with a quotation from the Bible, 
which his strict Calvinistic father drummed into him again and again in his 
youth: “Seest thou a man diligent in his business? He shall stand before kings” 
(Prov.xxii.29). The earning of money within the modern economic order, so 
long as it is done legally, the result and expression of virtue and proficiency 
in a calling. (Translated by Talcott Parsons, 18-19) 
 
Obviously, the spiritual essence of capitalism is vastly different from vile passion for 
money in that it not only values the pursuit of wealth as legitimate but as natural. As 
claimed by Weber, this peculiar idea of one’s duty in a calling is what is most 
characteristic of the social ethic of capitalistic culture, and is in a sense a fundamental 




any other side benefits. The ideal type of capitalistic entrepreneur, observes Weber: 
 
avoids ostentation and unnecessary expenditure, as well as conscious 
enjoyment of his power, and is embarrassed by the outward signs of social 
recognition which he receives. His manner of life is, in other words, often, 
and we shall have to investigate the historical significance of just this 
important fact, distinguished by a certain ascetic tendency, as appears clearly 
enough in the sermon of Franklin which we have quoted. It is, namely, by no 
means exceptionable, but rather the rule for him to have a sort of modesty 
than the reserve which Franklin so shrewdly recommends. He gets nothing 
out of his wealth for himself, except the irrational sense of having done his 
job well. (33) 
 
In this sense, a true capitalist entrepreneur always practices thrift and seeks to 
maximize profits, rather than enjoys luxury life like refined climbers, which can be 
seen from Ithamore’s, a Turkish slave to Barabas, description of his master as a typical 
miser: “’Tis a strange thing of that Jew: he lives upon pickled grass-hoppers and sauced 
mushrooms; He never put on clean shirt since he was circumcised; The hat he wears, 
Judas left under the elder when he hanged himself” (IV.iv.59-60, 62, 64-65). Yet these 
stingy behaviors are now instead interpreted as virtues to embody a spirit of capitalism. 
Unfortunately, such a state of mind would have been proscribed as the lowest sort of 
avarice and as an attitude entirely lacking in self-respect in the Middle ages, especially 
being intensely denunciated by Christianity.   
From the analysis made above we can see that critics more or less acknowledge 
the elements of greatness in Barabas. As McAlindon suggests, in the first act we can 
see that Marlowe intended to write a play with a heroic rather than villainous 
protagonist—the tragedy of an enormously gifted and successful individual who is 
corrupted and destroyed by rank injustice and personal betrayal; yet he makes another 
point that the man who in the first two acts unfolds his dreams of vast wealth in colorful 
soliloquy, and who responds with impassioned and intelligent protest to cynical justice, 
is not the same man as the one who without hesitation or compunction poisons his only 
daughter—and a whole convent to boot—because she becomes a nun (102). This is 
where the disagreement arises. As far as Boyer is concerned, Barabas is a man capable 
of deep feeling, and his love for his daughter is portrayed as one of the deepest passions 
of his life (57), when Barabas first mentions Abigail he speaks of her as “one sole 




has entered a convent, and Ithamore confirms that report is true, he painfully changes 
his attitude and feeling: 
 
O unhappy day! 
False, Credulous, inconstant Abigail! 
But let’em go: and Ithamore, from hence 
Ne’er shall she grieve me more with her disgrace; 
Ne’er shall she live to inherit aught of mine, 
Be bless’d of me, nor come within my gates,  
But perish underneath my bitter curse,  
Like Cain by Adam for his brother’s death. 
… 
Ithatmore, entreat not for her. I am mov’d, 
And she is hateful to my soul and me: 
And, ’less thou yield to this that intreat, 
I cannot think but that thou hat’st my life. (III.iv.26-38) 
 
Boyer insists that he could be so passionately moved by his daughter’s flight to his 
rival side only if he loved her passionately (58). Barabas is thus appreciated as a good 
man with powerful and imaginative characters, yet with tenderness and family 
affection, especially revealed in relations with his daughter.  
Looking at this chapter as a whole, we can now see quite clearly from the 
conventional readings that these Marlovian heroes are generally interpreted as 
passionate power seekers who challenge, who reject orthodox boundaries, with 
remorseless urges that drive them to world supremacy, self-gratification, pursuit of 
riches, and vaulting ambitions. Critics have fought for their view that there is no sight 
of reduced scale of operation in Doctor Faustus and The Jew of Malta, as both Faustus 
and Barabas have ambitions boundless and passionate like Tamburlaine, who are 
overwhelmed in the end by the inexorable destiny of human weakness. The central 
passion which inspires Marlowe and his heroes finds utterance in the Duke of Guise: 
 
Oft have I levell’d, and at last have learn’d 
That peril is the chiefest way to happiness, 
And resolution hornour’s fairest aim.  
What glory is there in a common good,  
That hangs for every peasant to achieve? 
That like I best that flies beyond my reach. (The Massacre at Paris, I.ii.37-42) 
 




it is or fight against it, defying the stars and entrusting one’s fortune to one’s own hands? 
It is to this dilemma that Marlovian heroes deliver their challenging response. As Male 
points out, whatever the scale of the operation, whether over continents and kingdoms 
or in city states, the heroes in those societies, peopled by all the hierarchies and 
panoplies of authority, are always eager to break conventions, extend horizons, and 
achieve powers (8). It is clear that critics prefer those actively rising to the fate rather 
than those passively falling with it. There are, as widely held, admirable sides in the 
character of Marlovian heroes: their dynamic vigor, dauntless courage, tenacious 
perseverance, indomitable will, inflexible resolution, aggressive pride, free spirit, 
ever-craving thirst and love of the unattainable things do surprise and shock the 
spectators. Lust for unattainable things, explains Symonds, unattainable and 
impossible not because it transcends human appetite or capacity, but because it 
exhausts human faculties in the infinite pursuit; to this impossible Marlowe adds 
another factor, suggested by the soul’s revolt against the given order of the world (486). 
Critics have defended their positive heroes against “unjust” charges that they fight for 
mere self-interests. It is the case on the surface, yet since their legitimate pursuits are 
suppressed by the social authority, Levin sees their violation of the taboos in the 
medieval age as an affirmation of the strongest drives that animated the Renaissance 
and have shaped our modern outlook (45).  
Marlovian heroes are persistent, dedicated, desperate and even reckless in pursuit 
of their goals and ideals. It is highly appreciated that the grand breadth of their spirits 
are incompatible with the narrowness of pure self-interests. Above all, it is said that 
the spirits of selflessness and self-sacrifice embodied in their actions are in 
fundamental conflict with the pursuit of selfish ends. Tamburlaine seeks to conquer 
the world to vindicate boundless human ambition; Faustus does not hesitate to risk into 
hell in search of knowledge; Barabas takes all sorts of risks to secure his fortune. Albert 
Camus believes that the affirmation in their every act is extended to something that 
transcends the individual:  
 
If the individual, in fact, accepts death and happens to die as a consequence 
of his act of rebellion, he demonstrates by doing so that he is willing to 
sacrifice himself for the sake of a common good which he considers more 




of the rights that he defends, it is because he considers these rights more 
important than himself. Therefore he is acting in the name of certain values 
which are still indeterminate but which he feels are common to himself and 
to all men. (Translated by Anthony Bower, 11-12) 
 
Marlowe’s heroes therefore are said to attempt to justify such personal requirements 
at the cost of their lives, which also represent common desires of the public, in this 
sense their lifetime careers being universally regarded as noble and sublime. Ashley 
H. Thorndike expresses himself that these intense emotions give them an elevation and 
heroic interest that outlasts contemptibility and pathos, that they are appealing men, 
impressively typical of their persistent struggle of passion and desire against the fixed 
limits of human attainment (95-96). 
From this perspective, it is plausible to put Marlowe’s heroes into Aristotle’s 
formula. Marlowe’s choice and treatment of his characters, Thorndike summarizes, 
dictated by the traditional concept of tragedy, present the heroic struggle of a great 
personality, doomed to inevitable defeat (90). Not born to high estate, the Marlovian 
heroes are first presented in the plays to enjoy great reputation and prosperity, who 
deny to subject themselves to indignity and gross injustice, thus facing crises in their 
careers.  
Clearly, Aristotle’s emphasis on the decent image of a tragic hero continues well 
into interpretations of Marlovian heroes in the modern era. The dominant conventional 
readings reviewed above conform to Aristotle’s dictum that the absolute villain was 
unfit for the role of tragic protagonist. Most critics thus either turn a blind eye to or 
defend for innocence of the villain part in Marlovian heroes in their analyses. However, 
there is one point often being ignored in these conventional interpretations, that is, 
these heroes develop intransigent attitudes towards infinite ambitions by exercising 
virtues which conventional morality or general public might well regard as vices, as 
Marlovian heroes sometimes employ dangerous, even cruel methods if necessary to 
fulfill their ambitions. As Levin puts it, they are self-made men who may disregard the 






Chapter Three Marlowe the Machiavellian 
 
It is no overstatement to say that the Poetics acted for centuries as the gospel of 
dramatic criticism. However, Aristotle had before him no such tragedies as Marlowe’s. 
The English dramatist, instead of being confined to a few time-honored myths or fixed 
type of characters, had absolutely free range in his choice of tragic heroes. The positive 
sides of Marlowe’s heroes have been frequently discussed, but the significance of the 
fact that there are evil sides in their personalities, and that Marlowe actually adopts the 
villain-hero in his tragedies, seems to have escaped general attention. 
Here, the paradoxical term “villain-hero” used may need to be made clearer. In 
most cases, the hero of a drama is a good man defined by his feats of ingenuity and 
bravery to strive for justice and the greater good; the villain is a bad guy defined by 
his cruelty and cunning to work against the hero for personal advancement, who 
commonly functions in the dual role of adversary and foil to hero: as an adversary, he 
acts as an obstacle that the hero must struggle to overcome; as a foil, he exhibits 
characteristics that are diametrically opposed to those of the hero, thus bringing out 
the heroic goodness. Yet their character traits and relative positions are not always so 
simple and fixed. As to whether a man involved in a dramatic conflict is to be counted 
as a hero or villain usually depends on his nature and motive, where the hero normally 
challenges the limits for some good end, while the villain arbitrarily breaks the routine 
for self-interests. As we look back over the tragic works discussed above, Sophocles’ 
Creon in Oedipus at Colonus and Marlowe’s Ithamore can certainly be described as 
villains, for they resort to every expedient to achieve some selfish ends. In this sense, 
we can call a man villain when he deliberately violates moral principles from his 
arbitrary will, and for the purpose of advancing his self-interests. 
However, a certain ambiguity is likely to arise when the protagonist exercises 
virtues which by common consent are deemed as vices. And, as Levin says, to the 
extent that a character can disregard the canon of good and evil he is a superman (48), 
who could rise above conventional morality to create and impose his own values, as 
described by Nietzsche in Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883). Boyer further elaborates on 
the doctrine of superman, which teaches us that there are neither divine laws nor 




who possesses this instinct of superlative degree is made for ruler, that whatever such 
a man thinks is right is right because he thinks it, and that the so-called ethics is simply 
a code devised by the weak to protect themselves from the strong, without divine 
authority behind it (6-7). Yet a superman is not necessarily a villain. Whether he is or 
not, Boyer judges, depends on the public recognition of the sanction of the moral law 
which he breaks, and his reason for breaking it (7). To draw a clearer line between 
superman and villain, Boyer adduces George Bernard Shaw’s Devil’s Disciple as an 
example, of which the hero uses improper means and defies the moral law consciously, 
deliberately, and willfully, not to satisfy his own desire, but to save another at the cost 
of his own life. Such a man cannot be called a villain, for his “dirty pool” is fully 
justifiable. The very fact that Shaw’s hero is justified by the spectators’ lights 
demonstrates that the so-called moral law which he has broken is not universally 
recognized as just and binding. But if a superman transgresses the moral values whose 
sanction the audience recognize, while he does not recognize its sanction of the law he 
defies, he will be classified as a villain. We can thus draw a descriptive definition of 
villain-hero on the basis of Boyer’s observation: a villain is a man who consciously, 
deliberately, and willfully violates ethical standards upheld by the ordinary public for 
some selfish ends; when such a character plays the leading role, and his actions form 
the center of the dramatic interest, the villain becomes the protagonist, and we have a 
play with the villain as hero. It is only in this neutral sense of “a chief or starring actor” 
that the word “hero” is used in this chapter. 
The villain-hero type can be said to have been invented largely by Marlowe in 
Tamburlaine, a Scythian shepherd who becomes the world conqueror; in Faustus, a 
misguided scholar; and even more in Barabas, the self-delighting Jew of Malta. These 
morally corrupt characters are placed at the center of action, and fairly monopolize the 
dramatic action. Other supporting characters are but slightly sketched in, and merely 
exist as tools or objects for the heroes to work with or upon. What lays behind 
Marlowe’s creation of such unique tragic hero? First of all, the disputed facts of 
Marlowe’s life and death give rise to a number of explanations which one might want 
to see as bearing on the choice of his heroes. Marlowe himself appears to have been a 
rather dangerous man, who takes an interest in questioning, tracing and extending the 




inquisitive and provocative personality invades his dramatic characters. Boyer 
attributes it to Marlowe’s own disposition of a rebel, one that dares to openly defy the 
established authorities, recognized standards, and conventions (9). His heroes, 
conscious of their own superhuman power, are possessed by a wild fearlessness to 
transcend the human and divine limits to excesses or revenge. To both Marlowe and 
his heroes moral order is established to impede the individual pursuit of power and 
pleasure; their will to power takes precedence over any other concern, and speaks for 
themselves. Boyer even claims that “their wickedness is their strength: without it they 
are nothing” (9).  
However, it is far from being sufficient to ascribe the creation of such protagonist 
to Marlowe’s own rebellious temperament. At his time it was a daring attempt to 
present the villain-hero in the theatre unless there was something in the social 
atmosphere to encourage him to make such a choice. The shapes of horror which 
brooded over the tragic scenes reflected more or less the spirit of his times, and 
mirrored the impression made upon the Elizabethan minds. As claimed by Lewis 
Campbell, first, there were bugbears of medieval superstition—Satanic influence, dark 
magic, and the prevalence of mysterious evil power; second, terrific pictures of wanton 
exercise of power and dire retaliation in the corrupt world. More specifically, “the 
mind of the age was haunted with an apprehension of wicked policy prevailing over 
innocent simplicity, associated with the great name of Machiavelli, which had 
impressed his contemporaries with a vague and not wholly unmerited fear” (60-61). 
Also noteworthy was the influence of Seneca which accounted for both the somber 
setting of the plays and the particular type of villain-hero. All these ideas were potent 
in the time of Marlowe.  
 
3.1 The Elizabethan World Picture—Moral Tensions of the Elizabethan Era 
Any discussion of literary works cannot be carried out in isolation with its social 
background. Only by associating Marlowe’s tragic heroes with the general 
characteristics and spirits of his day can we have a better understanding of his villain 
as protagonist, and see how he reacts to changes in and conflicts of moral values to 
come up with such unique characterization.  




observance was a civic duty. Divine order was honored by the authority and was 
common to all Elizabethan minds even of modest intelligence. Thus, “the whole 
concept of world order”, suggests Holbrook, “the order of cosmos, as well as social 
and political orders, has been a key topic for discussion of Renaissance tragedy” (49), 
since this conception was for the Elizabethan a principal matter, E. M. W. Tillyard 
explains in The Elizabethan World Picture (26). Man in this period normally and 
naturally thought that everything should be in order arranged by God. So not 
surprisingly Marlowe presented this major theme of his culture in a dramatic way. 
Despite that a rebellion against God’s decree was suggested in the dominant 
interpretation of Marlowe presented in the last chapter, the dramatist himself never 
once denied the existence of God. From his plays we can see a young poet experiencing 
most intensely the conflicts between the new hopes and old faiths of his age, which 
generated disillusionment and recalled the old fears. Though intoxicated by the 
Renaissance dream, Marlowe was still too close to the Middle Age. Medieval man, 
Muller states, had to live in two worlds: one was a city of God, an ideal universal order 
represented by the Church and the Holy Roman Empire; the other was a city of Earth, 
a perpetual disorder neither holy nor imperial (138). Therefore, before delving into the 
villainous part of the Marlovian heroes, it is necessary to acquaint ourselves with the 
larger social context of his creation.  
 
3.1.1 The Vast Chain of Being 
The Age of Elizabeth was once widely assumed as a glorious and brilliant period 
that reached its triumphant culmination in the defeat of the Spanish Armada. The 
freedom and eagerness of individual initiative characterized this English Renaissance 
and found its expression in artistic creation. However, as Muller observes, in recent 
times, scholars have been more eager “to discredit this romantic Renaissance, and to 
dwell instead on the medieval heritage of the Elizabethans” (137). Tillyard suggests to 
us another interpretation of Hamlet’s words on man that it is “Shakespearean version 
of the orthodox eulogy of what man, created in God’s image, was like in his 
prelapsarian state and of what ideally he is still capable of being”, that it shows 
Shakespeare’s traditional practice of “placing man in the traditional cosmic setting 




Indeed, it was not an entirely new era in which religious fanaticism gave way to 
romantic humanism to shape its literature. The Elizabethan conception of world order 
was in its outlines medieval although much detail had been discarded, which is, 
however, a poorly understood concept. As Tillyard indicates, those (and they are at 
present the majority) who form their ideas of the Elizabethan Age primarily from the 
drama will find it difficult to agree that its world picture was still ruled by an archaic 
conception of order, for at first glance that drama is anything but orderly, yet the case 
is such that it is highly stylized and conventional, that its extravagant passions are 
repetitions rather than novelties (17).  
As a whole, changes were taking place in the social ideology across Europe in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which profoundly colored the popular genre and 
content of drama at that time. Christianity, which preached asceticism and dismissed 
worldly considerations through a set of rigorous dogmas to control human will and 
emotions, held an absolutely dominant position in the Middle age for more than one 
thousand years. They inherited the concept of “the great chain of being” and its 
ingredients from Aristotle, namely an ordered universe fixed in a hierarchical system 
but modified by the adding of angel to communicate between God and man. In the 
theocentric world, the vast chain is embodied in the hierarchy of created things from 
God himself to inanimate objects. One of the noblest accounts of the chain is made by 
Sir John Fortescue, a fifteenth-century jurist: 
 
In this order hot things are in harmony with cold, dry with moist, heavy with 
light, great with little, high with low. In this order angel is set over angel, rank 
upon rank in the kingdom of heaven; man is set over man, beast over beast, 
bird or bird, and fish over fish, on the earth in the air and in the sea: so that 
there is no worm that crawls upon the ground, no bird that flies on high, no 
fish that swims in the depths, which the chain of this order does not bind in 
most harmonious concord. Hell alone, inhabited by none but sinners, asserts 
its claim to escape the embrace of this order…God created as many different 
kinds of things as he did creatures, so that there is no creature which does not 
differ in some respect from all other creatures and by which it is in some 
respect superior or inferior to all the rest. So that from the highest angel down 
to the lowest of his kind there is absolutely not found an angel that has not a 
superior and inferior; nor from man down to the meanest worm is there any 
creature which is not in some respect superior to one creature and inferior to 
another. So that there is nothing which the bond of order does not embrace. 





The descent was gradual, and no step between was missing. Beneath God stood the 
angels, featured by intellect; then the man, possessed of both intellect and sensation; 
the animals, only with sensation; and so down to the vegetative and inanimate worlds. 
Such a hierarchical principle was applied in every stage of the Creation: in the cosmos, 
the Earth was the center of the universe, with the sun and moon revolving around it, 
and other planets all in their own orbits; in human society, the king ruled over his 
subject, and parents over their children; and in man himself, reason governed 
emotional sensations. At the top of the medieval chain stood an omnipotent God, who 
created everything in the world, saved people from degeneration and despair. 
According to the will of God, everything had to be included and be made to fit and 
connect. Those who submit would prosper, otherwise perish.  
Christians of this period advocated the idea of world order and identified 
themselves with it. They required subordination and obedience from the ordinary folk, 
who shall not be entitled to concern themselves with anything other than obeying their 
superiors, so that an orderly, harmonious, and good society was created. Given this 
background it is not hard for us to understand the medieval reactions to new 
discoveries. It was a major discovery made in the field of astronomy that first disturbed 
and threatened the medieval order. People have long believed that the earth was the 
center of the universe based on the narrative of God’s Creation in the Bible. In 1543, 
Nicolaus Copernicus formulated a heliocentric model of universe in his book On the 
Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres, which was obviously in conflict with the 
geocentric theory preached by the Church. More than six decades later, Galileo Galilei 
championed the idea of heliocentrism and discovered four satellites of Jupiter through 
the self-engineered telescope, which again contradicted and challenged the 
conventional cosmology. These new proposals inevitably encountered a widespread 
and powerful opposition and denunciation, since, given the orthodox view of God’s 
creation, they were simply unbelievable. This is reminiscent of the discussion about 
astronomy between Faustus and Mephostophilis, which implies that Marlowe was 
apparently either unfamiliar with the Copernicanism or afraid to mention it, for the 
astronomy that Mephostophilis taught Faustus was still medieval. Also, the 
geographical and historical knowledge that Marlowe flaunted in Tamburlaine the 




theory had little apparent influence on popular thought. Elizabethan poets, including 
Marlowe and Shakespeare, were essentially conservatives and kept medieval minds. 
Ostensibly as rebels against the central authority, those so-called intellectual elites 
condemned the humanistic side of the Renaissance spirits and reverted to the medieval 
themes of the world, the flesh and the devil. They, either unacquainted with or 
indifferent to new propositions in the fields of science and philosophy, looked back to 
antiquity for their authority, which indeed greatly hindered ideological emancipation.  
Michel de Montaigne argued that man, though stuck in the chaos, developed 
strong passions and ambitions beyond his capacity, and that his false pride and 
imagination incited him to compare himself to God, to think himself as the wisest of 
all creatures. However, it was not necessarily a blessing for man to have free will, 
because he would harbor improper thoughts and make random requests, which may 
give rise to greed, despair, envy, hatred and other negative feelings, thus bringing 
endless suffering to himself. The daily events of that active period justified 
Montaigne’s comments to some extent. It was a time when the imagination of men 
trilled to the tales of wildest adventure, boundless courage, and bloody deeds, Boyer 
remarks (11). The high seas were bedeviled by pirates, and the country was glutted 
with quick and brutal passions. Bloodshed and violence found a place even in the life 
of the most literary and intellectual of men: Johnson killed his man in a duel, and 
Marlowe was stabbed to death in a drunken brawl. Particularly we see that Marlowe’s 
challenging and dangerous life was littered with arguments, fights, killings and 
associations with fellow playwrights who were to prove his undoing. Not surprisingly, 
bloody and violent scenes appealed to dramatists in which they themselves took part. 
Thorndike has a point to say that drake in his cabin drinking and praying with the 
unmoved lieutenant whom he was to hang the next day is a bit of fact that rivals in 
horror the devilries of a Barabas (79-80). 
Not just in England, in France a civil war broke out. The massacre of 
Bartholomew revived deadly hatred between Roman Catholics and Huguenot and 
provoked a renewal of hostilities. A targeted group of assassinations and a wave of 
mob violence were common means often used to remove enemies. Whenever and 
wherever dramatists turned, wanton crime and remorseless villainy seemed to be a 




almost as pessimistic about human nature as Montaigne. No medieval men drew a 
blacker picture of human nature than him: 
 
Therefore let us hold this as an undoubted truth which no siege engines can 
shake: the mind of man has been so completely estranged from God’s 
righteousness that it conceives, desires, and undertakes, only that which is 
impious, perverted, foul, impure and infamous. The heart is so steeped in the 
poison of sin, that it can breathe out of nothing but a loathsome stench. But if 
some men occasionally make a show of good, their minds nevertheless ever 
remain enveloped in hypocrisy and deceitful craft, and their hearts bound by 
inner perversity. (Translated by Ford Lewis Battles 340) 
 
Calvin also regarded man as a corrupt creature who must devote much more individual 
efforts to cleansing himself of sin, and to fighting against the devil without any help. 
If intellectual elites like Montaigne and Calvin persistently adhered to the old beliefs, 
then the popular minds of the time could be only more conservative.  
In art, an ideal of order is powerfully imagined by Shakespeare, who continually 
presents order and disorder in his plays: for example, the disorder of the storm in the 
world of nature mirrors that in Lear’s mind, and the disorder in the Scottish society 
mirrors that in Macbeth, just as pronounced by St. Augustine that every disordered 
spirit shall be a punishment to itself. Sidney Lamb maintains that this hierarchy in 
medieval world carried a powerful obligation: if order was the manifestation of God’s 
will in the Creation, then a rejection was disorder and evil (26). Shakespeare expresses 
this view in Troilus and Cressida through the mouth of Ulysses: 
 
The heavens themselves, the planets, and this centre, 
Observe degree, priority, and place, 
Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,  
Office, and custom, in all line of order; 
And therefore is the glorious planet Sol 
In noble eminence enthron’d and spher’d 
Amidst the other, whose med’cinable eye 
Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil,  
And post, like a commandment of a king,  
Sans check, to good and bad. But when the planets  
In evil mixture to disorder wander,  
What plagues and what portents, what mutiny, 
What raging of the sea, shaking of earth,  
Commotion in the winds! Frights, changes, horrors, 
Divert and crack, rend and deracinate, 




Quite from their fixture! O, when degree is shak’d, 
Which is the ladder to all high designs,  
The enterprise is sick! How could communities, 
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,  
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores,  
The primogenity and due of birth, 
Prerogative of age, crowns, scepters, laurels,  
But by degree, stand in authentic place? 
Take but degree away, untune that string,  
And hark what discord follows! Each thing melts 
In mere oppugnancy: the bounded waters,  
Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores,  
And make a sop of all this solid globe; 
Strength should be lord of imbecility,  
And the rude son should strike his father dead; 
Force should be right; or, rather, right, and wrong— 
Between whose endless jar justice resides— 
Should lose their names, and so should justice too.  
Then everything includes itself in power,  
Power into will, will into appetite; 
And appetite, an universal wolf,  
So doubly seconded with will and power,  
Must make perforce an universal prey,  
And last eat up himself. (I.iii.86-125) 
 
Power, will and appetite are thought as the causes of disorder in man’s sphere. 
Therefore, much of Elizabethan tragedy can be examined in terms of the conflict 
between the old order and new enthusiasm. Muller claims that Shakespeare was the 
one who most comprehensively embraced, and deeply felt this conflict (169), likewise 
we may say that Marlowe was the first to reveal the social conflicts of the Renaissance 
in his tragedy. This young poet was at first obsessed with the ideal potentialities of 
man, but later acutely realized human limitations and capacity for evil. His 
Renaissance dream finally ended up in the nightmare of the deeply-rooted medieval 
conscience.  
 
3.1.2 Villain as Hero 
As discussed above, Elizabethans did retain medieval ideas. Nevertheless their 
spirits were not simply or totally medieval, otherwise there would exist no distinctive 
Elizabethan Age. In such a transitional era, the tensions and conflicts between old 
faiths and new enthusiasms served as the most evident stimulus of tragedy creation. 




and some knowledge of the classical art; through the influence and imitation of these 
models, as well as the innovations they suggested, humanism came into conflict with 
medievalism in the drama and other fields of literature throughout Europe. As 
Thorndike observes, Elizabethan tragedy, the product of the germinating conflict of 
medieval and humanistic ideas and models, reveals the influences both of the long 
centuries of medieval drama and also of the inspiration of the freer opportunity for 
individual effort which resulted from humanism (22). Thus it is necessary for us to 
separate and define these dominant influences.  
The plays of all dramatic actions count more or less on the conventions of the 
particular theatrical tradition from which they arise, and no dramatist can be 
completely immune to the conventions of his tradition, not even the most rebellious 
one. To examine how Marlowe’s predecessors handled the role of villains would thus 
enable us to measure more accurately the specific characteristics of his villains, and to 
distinguish more clearly his vision of tragedy. Accordingly, we begin with the 
contribution of the medieval history, which came primarily from the religious drama. 
Dramatic elaborations of part of liturgy marked the beginning of medieval drama. 
When vernacular elements began to appear, liturgical drama gave way to miracle plays, 
still religious in subject, in which dramatis personae were the Biblical figures of 
Christian revelation, whereas those who stood against God, against the chosen people, 
against Christ, were inevitably portrayed as villains, such as Pharao, Herod, Pilate and 
Satan. Christians believed that everything in the world was a manifestation of God’s 
will, thus villains in the mystery cycles were bound to fail in the end, which constituted 
the most profound irony with their temporary successes. These villains, unaware of 
their doomed failure, were so proud of their transitory power that they thought they 
could do anything, but the audience knew where they ended up. The more confident 
and arrogant they were at the moment, the more absurd they seemed when 
encountering the end. This finds an echo in Douglas Cole: Pharao, Herod, Octavian, 
and Pilate are all developed in the same manner for the same effect that they appear 
making the most boastful and ridiculous claims of power and pride in a context which 
implicitly undercuts everything they have to say since it foreshadows a victory for the 
forces of spiritual good (17).  




figures of the cycle plays and some of Marlowe’s characters (11). The tyrant Herod, 
with his exaggerated claims and brutal violence, is identified as the dramatic prototype 
of Tamburlaine. Levin is of the opinion that Herod foreshadows Tamburlaine strikingly 
when he vaunts that his hegemony extends from India to Italy, from Norway to 
Normandy, from Padua to Paradise; and Tamburlaine, when he executes the Virgins of 
Damascus, follows Herod’s slaughter of the Innocents (49). Cole continues that like 
Herod before him, Tamburlaine orders the killings of innocents, declares himself 
master of the world with godlike powers; their difference is that Tamburlaine succeeds 
(11). Such men with high opinions of themselves, when they are both brought up 
against and shocked by the limitations of their proud power, commonly display 
extraordinary wrath. We can still remember Tamburlaine’s fury at the death of 
Zenocrate: 
 
What, is she dead? Techelles, draw thy sword,  
And wound the earth, that it may cleave in twain,  
And we descend into th’ infernal vaults, 
To hale the Fatal Sisters by the hair,  
And throw them in the triple moat of hell, 
For taking hence my fair Zenocrate. (Pt II, II.iv.96-100) 
… 
Behold me here, divine Zenocrate, 
Raving, impatient, desperate and mad, 
Breaking my steeled lance… (Pt II, II.iv.111-13) 
 
Cole detects a similar dramatic scene when Herod responds violently to the news that 
the Magi have escaped his plot (12): 
 
A-nothur wey? owt! owt! owtt! 
Hath those fawle traytvrs done me this ded? 
I stampe, I stare, I loke all abowtt! 
Myght I them take, I schuld them bren at a glede! 
I rent! I rawe! and now run I wode! (qtd. in Cole, 12) 
 
However, Herod possesses neither immense frightening nor destructive power to 
invoke fear among the spectators since he is no more than an aggressive boaster and 
his false pride is the prelude to a foreknown destruction, which seems quite ironic on 




fury, is in his very inhumanity that overwhelms or threatens the audience.  
Unlike Tamburlaine who remains arrogant and aggressive till death, Herod makes 
his dying speech on a note of despair, which reminds us of the final monologue of 
Doctor Faustus: 
 
Alas! what the devili is this to mone? 
Alas! my daies bene nowe done; 
I wotte I muste dye sonez: 
Bottles is me to make mone,  
For dampned I muste be; 
My legges rotten and my armes, 
I have done so manye harmes, 
That nowe I see of feinds swarmes, 
From hell cominge after me; 
I have done so moche woe,  
And never good seith I mighte goe, 
Therefore I see cominge my foe, 
To fetch me to hell.  
I bequeath heare in this place 
My soule to be with Sathanas. 
I dye nowe, alas! alas! 
I maie no longer dwell. (qtd. in Cole, 12-13) 
 
Nevertheless, as Cole observes, the dying words of Faustus convey a sense of 
inevitable and unendurable loss which is a much more powerful rendering of the 
damnation theme than anything in the mystery plays (13). Not only Tamburlaine and 
Faustus act more or less like evil characters in the mystery cycles, Bababas also makes 
his appearance in the familiar mode of Pilate. Pilate’s sense of glory in his own 
viciousness, his exemplary evil quality, the pleasure he enjoys in the destruction of 
Christ, and the plot of hypocritical deception, all provide dramatic materials for later 
evil characters. As Cole states, the Towneley Pilate is the most notorious progenitor of 
a laundry list of English stage-villains including Marlowe’s Barabas, who is said to be 
the great-grandfather of the sons of Machiavelli (20). Hence, it is fair for Cole to 
remind us that the distance between Marlowe’s plays and the mediaeval mystery cycles 
is not as great as one first thought (11). 
While miracle play was still in its heyday, morality play emerged, dealing with 
the conflict between vices and virtues in personified abstractions, which exerted a 




human characters, no specific villains who exhibited evil features in such plays. Even 
the Devil played an insignificant role, according to Bernard Spivack, only nine of the 
existing moral plays featured demonic characters like Satan and Lucifer. What 
mattered was the struggle for the allegiance of the central figure that represented man. 
The Vice in the morality play was a much more important progenitor of evil characters 
in later tragedy, which  appeared in various forms, such as avarice, sensuality and 
hubris, all expressing in a portentous word “evil”: he could embody anything from the 
most fatal attraction to tricks and mischief. Nevertheless, he always retained 
fundamental elements of disorder and of hostility to the good. The Vice usually acted 
as a tempter, seducer to lure the human protagonist from the correct path of virtue or 
duty. In the struggle he always resorted to intrigue, which he plotted and carried out 
with guile and cunning—the greatest source of his professional pride. Simultaneously, 
the Vice proudly revealed his plots and stratagems to the audience beforehand, and 
became self-laudatory in his revelations. Having succeeded in gaining the human 
hero’s trust, the Vice could not gloat over his victory in the presence of his victim, thus 
developed a histrionic intimacy with the audience to share his joy. Combining many 
dimensions in one, the Vice was an evil antagonist, a jeering comedian, and more 
importantly an instructive voice. Such a multidimensional character, for its special 
vitality, remained active in the English theatre even after the morality plays had faded 
away, and deeply influenced the shaping of later stage-villains. Spivack once traced 
the descendants of the medieval Vice in such villain-heroes as Marlowe’s Barabas, and 
Shakespeare’s Richard III. But for the medieval minds, villains were set to be doomed 
in an allegorical way with a comic rather than tragic color.  
As said before, there were tragedies among neither the miracle nor the morality 
plays; nothing could be called tragedy in medieval drama before attention had been 
directed to classical literature. However, the most welcome classical tragedian among 
English men was not Sophocles or Euripides but Seneca. John W. Cunliffe claims that 
the influence of Seneca, or to be more precisely, of Senecan plays, on the Elizabethan 
drama is so plainly evident that any competent historian of our literature would not fail 
to notice it (1). Just as expected, T. S. Eliot asserts that with the firm support of 
scholarship that no dramatist exerted a wider or deeper impact on the Elizabethan mind 




to have exercised no appreciable direct influence upon English tragedy of the sixteenth 
century because of language barriers. There were signs that the knowledge of Greek 
tragedy was restricted to a very small circle, adds Cunliffe, translations from the Greek 
tragedians were unknown in that century (11). So when critics talked about the 
influence of classical tragedy on the Elizabethan stage, they actually referred to 
Senecan plays, which held an eminent position among antique tragedians in the eyes 
of Marlowe and his contemporaries. Just as claimed by J. W. Hales,  
 
the critics and authors of the eighteenth century are for ever talking about the 
classics; but if we observe their remarks, we shall find for the most part that 
they mean the Latin classics—that they have little or no real acquaintance 
with the Greek…If we take a glance at the classical tragedies that were in 
esteem, we find they belong to the school of Seneca than that of Sophocles. 
(qtd. in Cunliffe 124)  
 
The characteristics and influence of Senecan tragedy as well as their parallels in 
Elizabethan drama have been carefully reviewed more than once. There is a general 
agreement that Seneca bequeathed his violent yet somber treatments of elements of 
murder, revenge, cruelty, madness, lust, intense misery and abominable crime to his 
successors. Most of Senecan dramatic subjects were drawn from Greek sources, but 
due to his unique approach and emphasis they restored anything but the original 
atmosphere, for Seneca had a strong preference for the most lurid and bloody scenes 
of adultery, fornication, patricide, matricide or filicide. Senecan plays provided 
extreme cases of horrible incidents in which the minds of men in high places were 
governed by atrocity, faithlessness, vengeance, jealousy and lust. It was clear that the 
passions of his heroes and the plots of his plays, which represented the evils of the 
world, reappeared in one way or another in early Elizabethan drama, including that of 
Marlowe. As stated by J. M. R. Margeson, the unique contribution of Senecan tragedy 
to the bloody tragedy in the Elizabethan era was the representation of an unquenchable 
passion for revenge, leading to an almost unbelievable crime of terror (134). Here a 
closer observation of the central concerns of Seneca’s tragedy is needed in order to 
elucidate Marlowe’s indebtedness to the Senecan treatment of villain-hero.  
Among the Senecan plays we find two that clearly suggest the villain-hero type—




an extremely cruel and cold-blooded avenger, but he intensified the horror of her deed 
by turning her into a cruel monster. In the Greek version, we are left with a feeling of 
mingled sympathy and aversion toward the heroine, while in Seneca’s the tragic effect 
is rather different. The prologue first gives an account of its setting: Medea falls in 
love with Jason while he is on his quest for the Golden Fleece and uses her supernatural 
power to aid him in completing the tasks; after Jason is successful, she kills her own 
brother to distract her father and enable their escape, which leaves the audience a 
preconceived impression that the heroine is an unscrupulous villain who casts aside 
family ties and kinship. Then the play opens with a furious Medea, calling upon the 
powers above and below to help her to inflict revenge on the faithless Jason, his new-
made bride, the king and all the royal line: 
 
…and gods who better suit  
Medea’s prayers: Chaos of endless night, 
kingdoms that hate the gods of heaven, blaspheming powers,  
master of the melancholy realm, and queen— 
abducted, but he kept his word to you. Now let me curse: 
Come to me now, O vengeful Furies, punishers of sinners, 
wild in your hair with serpents running free,  
holding black torches in your bloody hands,  
come to me, scowling as you did of old  
when you stood around my marriage bed. Kill his new life, 
kill her father, and all the royal family. 
What is worse than death? What can I ask for Jason? 
That he may live!—in poverty and fear. (Medea by Seneca, I.8-20) 
 
This bloodcurdling curse immediately alienates our pity. The first impression is 
further reinforced by the chorus’ description: “Jason, you used to tremble as you held 
an untamed wife, reluctant as you held her body close; now torn away from your 
barbarian marriage” (I.102-4). When Medea tells about her own wrongs and 
enumerates the crimes she has committed for Jason’s sake, we are deeply shocked by 
her hellish brutalities, not in the least mitigated by her defensible motives. In her 
interview with Jason, Medea learns that he still cares about and loves their children, 
but she only makes use of this discovery to take the ultimate vengeance. The heroine 
is blinded by the betrayal so that her temporal hesitation over killing the children is 





Why do you hesitate now, my soul? Why are you doubtful? 
Does your powerful anger now subside?  I am sorry for what 
    I have done, 
I am ashamed. What, wretch, have you done? Wretch? 
    Even if I regret it, 
I have done it. Great pleasure steals over me against my will,  
and see! now it grows. This was all I was missing,  
that Jason should be watching. I think I have so far done nothing: 
crimes committed without him were wasted. (V.986-94) 
 
After killing a son, she enjoys an unexpected ecstasy, and thinks up that it will be 
more revengeful to slay the other one before Jason: “this son has already met his fate; 
this one will die the same, but you will watch (1000-1)”. Seneca sets the heroine as a 
vibrant, vengeful spirit to be feared but not pitied, who takes full control of her own 
fate and punishes those who wronged and betrayed her. Her brutality also lends 
credibility to Jason’s defense for his disloyalty. In Euripides Jason is a heartless man 
who marries another princess for her beauty and position, and is about to banish his 
children, thus Medea seeks to have them protected; yet in Seneca, Jason is a loving 
and sympathetic father, and the children are safe in his hands, “she killed her parents; 
it was likely the children would be next” (III.438-39), which makes Medea’s slaughter 
the more revolting. In the next act, Medea performs awful incantations and sends a 
regal robe as the wedding gift with the scheme of destroying everything, which does 
not calm but only awakens her vengeful spirits more. Finally she exults in the suffering 
of Jason, reducing herself to an entirely unsympathetic protagonist. Seneca’s 
combination of villain and protagonist fails to evoke tragic emotions as Aristotle 
predicted, and produces barely a sense of satisfaction.  
In the tragedy of Thyestes, Atreus plays a typical villain, who suffers never a 
doubt, but glories in his villainy, for the mere fact that he is a murderer does not identify 
him as a villain. Although the play is named after Thyestes, Atreus may be properly 
treated as the hero in line with the definition given above, for he takes the chief part 
and speaks most lines. Like in Medea, Seneca first informs the audience of the evil 
deeds committed by Thyestes in the past against his brother. But he is penitent and has 
already paid for his past sins through physical privation and exile. However, the real 
dramatic interest is not in Thyestes’ fall and repentance, but in Atreus’ horrific 





How sweet to watch him looking at his children’s heads,  
how sweet to see his altered face, to hear him 
as his first grief gushes out. Look, he is dazed; 
he stands there stiff and breathless. This is my work’s harvest: 
I want to watch the onset of his pain. (Thyestes by Seneca: 903-7) 
 
It is fair to say Atreus commits crime for crime’s sake. He gleefully congratulates 
himself on fulfilling his right and duty of revenge, and reveals to his brother the 
dreadful feast, whose horrific cruelty and exultation in torture mark him as one of the 
most monstrous dramatic characters. Now we are more inclined to show sympathy for 
Thyestes. While for Atreus, we hope that his machinations to coax his brother back 
will not succeed; we are interested in him all the way, for we can hardly wait to see his 
failure in every plot; we are filled with detestation and hatred for him, especially when 
he appears to have triumphed with no prospect of punishment or retribution in sight.  
As shown in these two plays, dramatic elements such as bloodlust, brutality, 
madness, revenge, and violence played a prominent role in Senecan tragedy, which 
provided extreme illustrations of terrible consequences when these elements 
dominated a human being in high place. Scenes of cruelty and bloodshed were 
generally avoided on the ancient Greek stage, but Seneca pursued this effect to the 
extreme. The Elizabethan audience were deeply impressed by the villain’s unbridled 
fervor for revenge, incredible wickedness and the horrific effects of their actions. 
Senecan tragedy, as the authority to interpret classicism, appealed to the thrilled 
imagination of that stirring period, and undoubtedly made a difference to the choice 
and handling of tragic hero in later Elizabethan dramas. Accordingly Seneca, if he did 
not provide material sources and dramatic prototypes of evil characters on the 
Elizabethan stage, may be said at least to have suggested a possibility to build villain 
as tragic hero. One thing for sure was that Seneca contributed more than any other 
dramatist to expand the notion of tragic hero in the Elizabethan minds. He led all his 
chief characters to colder, lonelier heights than their Greek predecessors, especially 
their successful villainy added shock to the horror of the crimes. Senecan tragedy 
concentrated heavily on the supreme power within an evil individual and the essential 
dramatic struggle of the play, which were condemned by later critics as pursuing 




by these tragedies, but the reversal of the villain-hero’s fortune was their own 
contribution.  
It is evident that Marlowe had before him the example of Seneca in the choice of 
villain as hero, but he did not submit himself to mere imitation. Just as Cunliffe 
observes that where Seneca would be simply disgusting, Marlowe reaches the pinnacle 
of tragic power, so that Marlowe is immeasurably superior to Seneca, both as a poet 
and dramatist, and in his hands the very crudities and faults of the tragic model of his 
age were transformed by the transcendent power of genius till they often become 
sublime and beautiful (60). The validity of his remarks remains to be seen. But to be 
sure, Marlowe surpassed his predecessor in some respects. Seneca, following 
Aristotle’s doctrine, placed more emphasis on tragic plot rather than the character; 
while cruel plots in Marlowe’s plays were used to serve the shaping of the characters, 
without distracting the audience’s attention. Seneca created extremely cruel and crazy 
villains to intensify the shocking effect; while Marlowe could not get enough of it and 
pushed further to produce magnificent effects.  
In short, Seneca’s influence was generally recognized on Marlowe and his fellow 
dramatists, who were likely to lend the authority of Seneca once they decided to 
employ and justify the villain-hero type. However, a far more powerful influence than 
that of Seneca was guiding Marlowe and his characterization, which suggested an 
appropriate type of villain as hero to the dramatist. According to Boyer, there properly 
appeared certain works of and about Machiavelli, as if to help the tragedian to expose 
the dark side of those powerful and tyrannical rulers, in which the principles of villainy 
were carefully outlined and studied to reveal viciousness in high positions (30). 
 
3.1.3 Machiavellian Influence 
To most Elizabethan writers, Machiavelli appeared as the very devil incarnate, 
and Machiavellianism was a term indiscriminately applied to any villainous behavior. 
The first to feel Machiavellian fascination, and the first to introduce Machiavelli onto 
the stage was Marlowe. In the last fifty years of Renaissance scholarship, Ribner says, 
few names have been coupled more often and with less agreement than those of 
Christopher Marlowe and Niccolò Machiavelli (348). They were actually 




chaotic yet inspiring Renaissance Era. As Ribner suggests, there is a relationship 
between the two men, and their relative positions in intellectual history must further 
be clarified (351).  
It may serve well to begin with a study of Machiavelli’s writing. The Prince, 
which contained the very gist of Machiavellian doctrine, invited a variety of comments. 
After its publication and extensive circulation, criticism commenced and continued 
with growing warmth, until it reached its height when Marlowe was in college. 
Machiavelli was thus immediately labeled as “a man inspired by the devil”, “an 
immoral writer” and “a teacher of evil”. Crafty and cunning deceit, unfeeling 
harshness, and a driving evil will were counted as the unmistakable signs of the Italian 
villain. The poor Florentine, Thomas Babington Macaulay summarizes, was charged 
as the Tempter, the Evil Principle, the discoverer of ambition and revenge, the original 
inventor of perjury, and that, before the publication of The Prince, there had never 
been a hypocrite, a tyrant, or a traitor, a simulated virtue, or a convenient crime (62). 
Innocent Gentillet made the most severe and vehement attacks, and contributed to the 
rise of the popular concept of “Machiavellism” based on his unfair but sensational 
selection of maxims, thus reinforcing the impression of colossal wickedness associated 
with the name of Machiavelli, which, given its greatest popularity and development 
upon the Elizabethan stage, was fused with the Senecan “villain-hero” and the devil of 
the miracle plays and the Vice of the morality ones. As Edward Meyer remarks, this is 
simply Gentillet epitomized; here we have the four principal crimes ascribed to 
Machiavelli later on in the drama: poison, murder, fraud, and violence, which became 
the prime factors in Elizabethan Machiavellism (22). Another matter to be noted in 
estimating the Machiavellian influence, reminds Meyer, is the rapidity with which his 
works gained popularity at Cambridge in 1579, when Greene was a university man 
and Marlowe in the next, who were both accused of having used Machiavellian 
principles in their profligate lives (24-25). However, the influence of Machiavelli 
cannot be simply evaluated from the standpoint of pure source identification. A review 
of Machiavelli’s works should enable us to gain a quick recognition of Marlowe’s 
indebtedness to the ideal type of prince that the Florentine tried to build.  
The Prince outlines necessary characteristic properties to be possessed by a 




Machiavelli holds that the end justifies the means so that every success-oriented ruler 
should disregard the immorality of these concepts. As Victor Anthony Rudowski 
declares, it is permissible for a ruler to act against the moral codes that govern relations 
between ordinary people whenever the state interests are at stake. From this premise it 
can be argued that the eternal moral conflict between ends and means loses its validity 
in the political sphere (10). In this sense, all means, either ethical or not, can be used 
by a prince to gain and maintain power, for Machiavelli believes that men are evil in 
nature so that it is just for a ruler to treat them accordingly: “if all men were good…but 
because they are wicked and do not observe faith with you [the prince], you also do 
not have to observe with them” (The Prince 69). It is necessary for a ruler to learn to 
be able not to be good because a man who wants to make a profession of good in all 
regards must come to ruin among so many who are not good (61). That is, a ruler must 
have a manipulative mind to secure his place against evil people. Therefore, 
Machiavelli underlines the importance of cunning, cruelty and opportunism in a ruler 
to take advantage of his logic and conduct.  
In Machiavellian terms, to win and maintain his state a prince should be endowed 
with intelligence, which stands for the ability to deceive, and when necessary, the 
ability to murder so long as these actions prove to be useful and not to provoke public 
hatred, for the means will be always be judged honorable, and will be praised by 
everyone (71). On the path to power, a complete prince should possess both the 
cunning of the fox and the courage of the lion because “the lion does not defend itself 
from snares and the fox does not defend itself from wolves”; so one needs to be a fox 
to recognize snares and a lion to frighten the wolves (69). In other words, a ruler needs 
a strong, calculating mind like that of a fox to gain supreme power, as well as 
stupendous strength like that of a lion to maintain power. But Machiavelli adds, “it is 
necessary to know well how to color this nature, and to be a great pretender and 
dissembler, and men are so simple and so obedient to present necessities that he who 
deceives will always find someone who will let himself to be deceived” (70). To this 
end, the prince must be adaptable and needs to “have a spirit disposed to change as the 
winds of fortune and variations of things command him…not depart from good, when 
possible, but know how to enter into evil, when forced by necessity” (70).  




and presented in axioms, and when living examples of such conduct in high positions, 
to adduce Boyer’s instance here, the treatment accorded by Henry VIII to Wolsey and 
Cromwell, remained fresh in people’s minds; they inevitably appealed to the 
dramatists at that time. Machiavellian virtù, a complex cluster concept, means the 
“requisite quality of moral flexibility in a prince”, and includes “fortitude in adversity, 
foresight and insight, willingness to take risks, resourcefulness and firmness of 
purpose either displayed in evil actions or good” in order to attain the highest ends. 
This is what exercises a great fascination over Marlowe. Just as Boyer puts it, having 
within him a passionate admiration for virtù, where human conduct should be guided 
more by will rather than conscience, and foreseeing the dramatic possibilities of such 
a character, favored by a public familiar with the tyrant as hero, Marlowe seized upon 
the opportunity to make his hero a Machiavellian, and presented The Jew of Malta (39). 
However, other critics represented by Ribner argue that Barabas only shows a pseudo-
Machiavellian side that has nothing to do with Machiavelli’s maxims, and he is just a 
stage villain without real political intentions (352). It is true that Machiavelli originally 
intended to reform the politics in Italy, however, we can see his works are not confined 
to shaping a successful political ruler. Thus, the term Machiavellian can be applied to 
any immoral man aspiring for power in different fields. By the same token, Marlowe 
did not limit himself to Machiavellian men of state, but extended the definition to cover 
all Machiavellian stage characters.  
It is now evident, if the foregoing analysis is fair, that Marlovian heroes do not fit 
perfectly into Aristotelian formula. As Marlowe impartially provided every salient 
motive and every prominent feature in man’s nature, his heroes, though endowed with 
human qualities, by all ordinary standards, are bad men whose villainy cannot be 
ignored or excused. As a result, the emotions aroused by his plays are much more 
varied, all of which will be elaborated in the following parts.  
 
3.2 Tamburlaine the Great as a Spectacle of Terror 
Tamburlaine is said to be the first controversial and complex character with 
contradictory traits in the history of English drama. Almost the entire range of critical 
possibility has been covered. Criticism has been generally in the direction either of 




Boyer, who initiates the pioneering study of villain as hero in Elizabethan tragedy and 
whose definition of villain is based on moral effect, counts the ruthless, ravaging 
Tamburlaine an admirable conquering hero rather than a despicable villain, for he 
holds that the conventional standard of judgement could not apply in foreign conquest 
(60). This has been the dominant notion, and has been echoed with variations by later 
critics. However, a dissenting voice emerges in Tamburlaine, Part I and Its Audience 
by Frank B. Fieler, who insists that every war in itself is unjust, though the good cause 
may make it lawful (17). Also, Nancy Kaye Hedin, a supporter of Boyer who borrows 
his definition of villain-hero, writes that although the justifiability of acts committed 
during war is debatable, there seems to be little doubt that the selfish, destructive 
ambitions of Tamburlaine would oppose the moral sanctions of the majority of the 
audience and most assuredly those of an Elizabethan audience (9). 
At the other extreme we find Roy W. Battenhouse, who tells that Marlowe was 
actually a Christian writer, and these ten acts of Tamburlaine offered one of the most 
grandly moral spectacles in the whole realm of English drama (258). This is a complete 
reversal of the conventional verdict held by most modern critics, who assume that 
Marlowe uses Tamburlaine to speak for his own heretical humanism. Against this 
Battenhouse asserts that Marlowe’s play, following the medieval tradition, is written 
for the purpose of moral teaching rather than self-expression, and that as an orthodox 
protestant, Marlowe denounces his hero and takes his death as a signal instance of 
penal justice of God. This view is joined by Janet Clare, who maintains that 
transgressive as Marlowe’s life may be, his plays, “with occasional echoes of the 
residual culture of the morality drama, contrive to appear within the bounds of 
orthodoxy” (75). The popularity of the opposite view Battenhouse attributes to the fact 
that critics such as Ellis-Fermor make Marlowe’s play fit a modern notion of tragedy, 
in which ambition is a noble passion, but the typical Renaissance notion of tragedy 
takes ambition as a most terrible sin so that the tragic fall is both a consequence and 
punishment (16-17). As Fieler states, although the sixteenth century witnesses events 
leading to radical changes in man’s affairs, for the modern era was emerging from 
medievalism, the majority of English people, especially when judging moral issues 
and standards of conduct, tended to stick to the traditional ideas (19). Marlowe’s 




believed in the divine right of kings. Fieler adds that attempts to raise one’s social 
position were almost as bad as dethroning a king; in each case the social order was 
disrupted (14). As the Elizabethans had infinite faith in this order, they were 
understandably terrified at what might happen if it were overturned and felt moral 
revulsion at anyone showing signs of social ambition. Actually, it is not the matter of 
ambition itself that frightened the Elizabethans; they were unsettled by the evils that 
followed such a passion, for an ambitious man would not hesitate to resort to violence 
if he felt discontented. For this, Tamburlaine impressed his audience with the bloody 
horror of his career, thus he could not but be condemned by the Elizabethans, although 
he represented a heretic in their eyes. Unlike the majority of modern critics, Fieler sees 
Tamburlaine as a man who rose from a base shepherd to become the most powerful 
ruler of his day through a lifelong career of conquest, seemingly carried on merely to 
satisfy his insatiable love of battle and thirst for power; a thief, a rebel, and a cruel, 
bloody, and unlawful tyrant (19). Such a subversion in the direction of criticism directs 
our attention to the “horrific crimes of the great”.   
If we consider Part I as a play in itself, there seems nothing tragic about 
Tamburlaine, but a sensational revelation of his superhuman character and ability, 
which are not always or necessarily good. However, Terry Eagleton holds that 
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, a play which seems quite non-tragic in outlook and sensibility, 
qualifies as a tragedy because of its bloodiness, even though the first part is not tragic 
at all and was written with no sense that it would have a sequel (8). This may be a 
temporal conclusion, but it suggests a possible shortcoming of modern criticism: 
Tamburlaine’s victims have not received justice. If we look with the eyes of one within 
its dramatic world, at most times, instead of seeming virtuous, the hero becomes 
increasingly inhumane. Those against him are destined to suffer, and the violent terms 
they utter demonstrate the bad disposition of Tamburlaine in Menaphon’s description: 
“Thirsting with sovereignty, with love of arms;/ His lofty brows in folds do figure 
death,/ And in their smoothness amity and life” (Pt I, II.i.20-22). This aggressive 
shepherd not only claims to be master of fortune, but lord over the life-and-death issue 






    Behold my sword; what you see at the point? 
I Virgin. Nothing but fear and fatal steel, my lord.  
Tamburlaine. Your fearful minds are thick and misty, then, 
    For there sits Death; there sits imperious Death, 
    Keeping his circuit by the slicing edge.  
    But I am pleas’d you shall not see him there; 
    He now is seated on my horseman’s spears, 
    And on their points his fleshless body feeds.  
    Techelles, straight go charge a few of them  
    To charge these dames, and shew my servant Death, 
    Sitting in scarlet on their armed spears. (Pt I, V.i.108-18) 
 
Tamburlaine, as a true Machiavellian prince, affects a show of pity, yet is essentially 
ruthless. He is indifferent to their solicitation and orders to kill them all for the reason 
that they come at an offensive time: “They have refus’d the offer of their lives,/ And 
know my customs are as peremptory/ As wrathful planets, death or destiny” (Pt I, 
V.i.126-28), just as claimed by Clare that the protagonist’s absolutism is exposed in a 
succession of brutal acts, culminating in Part I with his refusal, once the allotted period 
of grace has passed, to change his “martial observations” and spare either the city of 
Damascus or the lives of the pathetic virgins pleading for leniency (80).  
The cruel slaughter of these poor virgins is not directly displayed on the stage, 
but it does not help mitigate the fear among the audience, for they are constantly shown 
with the fall of others at the hand of Tamburlaine, like Cosroe, Agydas, Bajazeth, 
Zabina and Arabia. The procession of his victims meets their downfall one by one due 
to the unlimited aspirations and supremely violent power of Tamburlaine. The dying 
Cosroe, lamenting his immediate fall, is the first to charge Tamburlaine with cruelty: 
 
Barbarous and bloody Tamburlaine, 
Thus to deprive me of my crown and life! 
Even at the morning of my happy state,  
Scarce being seated in my royal throne,  
To work my downfall and untimely end! (Pt I, II.vii.1-6) 
 
This speech is principally made in objective and physiological terms, which calls 
attention to his suffering, yet fails to evoke sympathy or pity. Cosroe once plotted 
behind his brother to usurp the throne, but when being offered the crown, he acts as 
though he were accepting the crown out of his anguish for the poor state and his 




pursues his ambition under the guise of a dignified scheme. However, he is so 
preoccupied with the thought to get rid of his brother that he calls on the help of a 
powerful rival, neglecting Machiavelli’s warning against making friends with real, or 
potential enemies (Sales 62). Apparently, Cosroe lacks the lion-like and fox-like virtù 
that Tamburlaine possesses: 
 
Cosroe. When she that rules in Rhamnus’ golden gates,  
    And makes a passage for all prosperous arms, 
    Shall make me solely emperor of Asia,  
    Then shall your meeds and valours be advanc’d 
    To rooms of honour and nobility. 
Tamburlaine. Then haste, Cosroe, to be king alone,  
    That I with these my friends and all my men 
    May triumph in our long-expected fate. (Pt I, II.iii.37-44) 
 
The rise and fall of Cosroe is the direct result of the whims and aspirations of 
Tamburlaine, whose rise, in practical terms, accords with the natural laws of success 
laid down by Machiavelli, Battenhouse claims (245). Here the shepherd first shows 
the sign of being a Machiavellian, who wins Cosroe’s confidence by becoming his ally 
and promising to help him depose his brother. After the reassured Cosroe leaves for 
the battle, Tamburlaine reveals his true feelings and intentions as well as his ambitious 
schemes. As a true Machiavellian with a cunning mind, Tamburlaine helps Cosroe to 
victory in the battle against Mycetes, where he gets a chance to assess their military 
strengths. Seeing that they were no match for himself, he declares war against Cosroe, 
who finally dies in the hands of “barbarous and bloody Tamburlaine”. These are two 
of the many labels that occur throughout both parts of the play and first directly 
demonstrate the cruel image of Tamburlaine. According to Machiavelli, there are 
cruelties badly used or well used: “those can be called well used that are done at a 
stroke, out of the necessity to secure oneself, and then are not persisted in but are 
turned to as much utility for the subjects as one can; those cruelties are badly used 
which, though few in the beginning, rather grow with time than are eliminated” (37-
38). Moreover, it is better for a prince to exercise a cruelty to be feared than loved, 
argues Machiavelli, “for love is held by a chain of obligation, which, because men are 
wicked, is broken at every opportunity for their own utility, but fear is held by a dread 




mighty force and subtle craftiness, does keep faith in Machiavellian virtù, for he is 
aware that “virtue” is the sum of glory. However, Tamburlaine’s concept of “virtue” is 
by no means the conventional one, for by so doing he would condemn his own actions:  
 
Justice, as it was dealt out by Tamburlaine, was dependent upon what a man 
deserved, but merely upon the conqueror’s will. Nor by any stretch of the 
imagination could Tamburlaine be called temperate. What he does mean by 
virtue is nothing more than military prowess, and his honour, as he himself 
says, “consists in shedding blood”. (Fieler 24) 
 
After the fall of Cosroe follows that of Agydas, whose attempts to dissuade 
Zenocrate from her attraction and love to Tamburlaine are overheard and greeted by a 
dead silence and frowning anger that strike horror deep into his heart. Before stabbing 
himself, Agydas outcries: 
 
More honour and less pain it may procure,  
To die by this resolved hand of thine 
Than stay the torments he and heaven have sworn.’ 
Then haste, Agydas, and prevent the plagues  
Which thy prolonged fates may draw on thee.  
Go wander free from fear of tyrant’s rage,  
Removed from the torments and the hell (Pt I, III.ii.97-103) 
 
Knowing very well that Tamburlaine’s frown heralds a painful death, Agydas chooses 
to commit suicide rather than endure the dreadful ordeal, which reinforces the 
impression of the hero’s cruelty among the audience. A similar case occurs in Olympia, 
who has seen the death of her Captain-husband, and has also killed her young son in 
the hope of saving him from the barbaric torments inflicted by Tamburlaine.  
The most memorable suffering in Part I is the fall of Bajazeth, who is not 
sentenced to death after military defeat but humiliated by being locked in a cage, used 
as a living footstool, and fed leftovers from the banquet table like a dog. No matter 
how marvelous his eloquence is, Battenhouse maintains that “Tamburlaine offers a 
magnificent example of Nature’s pride—a heroic brigand, an accomplished tyrant, an 
inspired and ruthless destroyer” (244). In this case, God employs a wicked man to 
subdue another. Tamburlaine’s cruel and tyrannical nature is evidenced by the 




Cunningham suggests, it is evident that Tamburlaine is fascinated “not only with what 
can be done by a willful ruler but also with what can be done to another’s body” (209). 
As Atreus invites Thyestes to feast upon the flesh of his own children, Tamburlaine 
urges Bajazeth to feast upon his own flesh and his wife’s: 
 
Sirrah, why fall you not to? Are you so daintily brought up, 
you cannot eat your own flesh? (Pt I, IV.iv.36-37) 
… 
O let him alone. Here, eat, sir; take it from my sword’s point,  
or I’ll thrust it to thy heart. (40-41) 
… 
Take it up, villain, and eat it; or I will make thee slice the  
brawns of thy arms into carbonadoes and eat them. (43-44) 
 
When Usumcasane suggests it might be better to have Bajazeth kill and eat his wife, 
Tamburlaine orders: “Here is my dagger. Dispatch her while she is fat, for if she/ live 
but a while longer she will fall into a consumption with fretting, and/ then she will not 
be worth the eating” (47-49). With an Atreus-like mind, Tamburlaine is wild about the 
passion for torture and devilishly insensitive.  
When being left alone, Bajazeth and Zabina tell the hell-like quality of their 
suffering, hurl curses upon Tamburlaine and his fortunes, but they are forced to 
recognize his invincible and unconquerable power, which drives them to despair.  
 
Then is there left no Mahomet, no God,  
No fiend, no fortune, nor no hope of end 
To our infamous, monstrous slaveries? 
Gape earth, and let the fiends infernal view 
A hell as hopeless and as full of fear 
As are the blasted banks of Erebus, 
Where shaking ghosts with ever-howling groans 
Hover about the ugly ferryman 
To get a passage to Elysium! 
Why should we live? O wretches, beggars, slaves! 
Why live we, Bajazeth, and build up nests 
So high within the region of the air,  
By living long in this oppression,  
That all the world will see and laugh to scorn 
The former triumphs of our mightiness  
In this obscure infernal servitude? (Pt I, V.i.238-53) 
 




absent, Bajazeth, unable to endure the inhuman treatment any more, brains himself 
against the cage after a final, vengeful curse on Tamburlaine. Returning to find him 
dead, Zabina meets her death as her husband did.  
The bloody scene intensifies Zenocrate’s grief, who is already sinking in sorrow 
for the fall of Damascus, the massacre of her countrymen, and the slaughter of the 
suppliant virgins: 
 
Earth cast up fountains from thy entrails,  
And wet thy cheeks for their untimely deaths; 
Shake with their weight in sign of fear and grief. 
Blush heaven, that gave them honour at their birth 
And let them die a death so barbarous. 
Those that are proud of fickle empery 
And place their chiefest good in earthly pomp, 
Behold the Turk and his great emperess! (Pt I, V.i.345-52) 
 
As Cole tells, her lament reveals her nature of goodness, with its deep feeling for others’ 
suffering; it stands out as a direct and sharp contrast to the unwavering ruthlessness of 
Tamburlaine (98), which can be seen from his reaction to the corpses: 
 
All sights of power to grace my victory. 
And such are objects fit for Tamburlaine, 
Wherein as in a mirror may be seen 
His honour, that consists in shedding blood  
When men presume to manage arms with him. (Pt I, V.i.471-76)  
 
The presence of these two contrasting attitudes invites stern moral condemnations 
from Battenhouse, who demands the spectators to view Tamburlaine as an evil 
incarnation of pride and aspiration, because these suffering and violence are caused by 
his vaulting ambitions. However, Tamburlaine is not directly or physically engaged in 
personal slaughter, for Death, his servant, does the work for him. Thus, in spite of his 
burning desire for war and blood, Tamburlaine and his brutality are justified by some 
critics as proper military behavior. Nevertheless, his feet are planted in blood. Cole 
believes that Marlowe’s last scene strengthens the inhuman effects of Tamburlaine’s 
superhuman aspirations, so that “the victorious and titanic figure of Tamburlaine 
cannot be separated from the dark shadow of human suffering” (103). We can say that 




the dramatic world.  
If Tamburlaine’s atrocities in Part I can be justified in one way or another, then 
not all of his actions in Part II can be. Just as Waith observes, “another theme 
developed in Part II is the cruelty of Tamburlaine, which is so prominent that it may 
seem to mark a loss of sympathy for the hero” (78). Since the cruelties in Part I are all 
executed off-stage, they seem less monumental and to some extent less repugnant.  
However, the destruction is brought into full view in Part II: Tamburlaine’s lust for 
blood and indiscriminate slaughter grows increasingly overwhelming, also his fall 
begins, which makes him more bestial. As Boas points out, the Tamburlaine of Part II 
is a coarser and more incredible figure than in Part I, through the later acts he becomes 
more and more the primitive barbarian, heaping outrage upon outrage (Christopher 
99).   
The central example is his impassionate fury towards the death of Zenocrate, 
heralded by the prologue, “how many cities’ sacrifice/ He celebrated her sad funeral” 
(Pt II, Pro.7-8). When his fair queen is finally dead, Tamburlaine bursts into frenzied 
wrath, accompanied by the violent but fruitless action.  
 
What, is she dead? Techelles, draw thy sword, 
And wound the earth, that it may cleave in twain,  
And we descend into th’ infernal vaults,  
To hale the Fatal Sisters by the hair, 
And throw them in the triple moat of hell,  
For taking hence my fair Zenocrate.  
Casane and Theridamas, to arms! 
Raise cavalieros higher than the clouds,  
And with the cannon break the frame of heaven; 
Batter the shining palace of sun, 
And shiver all the starry firmament, (Pt II, II.iv.95-106) 
… 
Behold me there, divine Zenocrate, 
Raving, impatient, desperate and mad,  
Breaking my steeled lance, with which I burst 
The rusty beams of Janus’ temple doors,  
Letting out death and tyrannizing war,  
To march with me under this bloody flag! 
And if thou pitiest Tamburlaine the Great, 
Come down from heaven and live with me again! (111-18) 
 




in terms of physical violence and military attack”, which essentially reveals his 
demand for the impossible, keeping pace with his ever-growing aspirations and 
audacities (105). Tamburlaine orders the entire town to be burned to the ground as a 
mourning to Zenocrate, despite her pleas to put an end to bloodshed. The conqueror 
becomes substantially more brutal, taking pleasure in “the fire of this martial flesh”. 
The hero is totally obsessed with his identity as “the scourge of God and terror of the 
world” so that he informs us that “I must apply myself to fit those terms,/ In war, in 
blood, in death, in cruelty” (Pt II, V.i.153-54). 
As his madness increases, Tamburlaine embalms and wraps Zenocrate’s body in 
a sheet of gold so that it can be carried with him and paraded near the battlefields. In 
Sales’ opinion, Zenocrate is just being used as “a stage-prop in much the same way as 
the Governor of Damascus uses the virgins” (72), now he displays her picture to his 
troops to inspire them to fight harder (80), for Tamburlaine is always able to turn 
everything to his advantage. His love and passion of war shall never be impeded by 
human emotions. When his sons are still in lasting sorrow, Tamburlaine turns 
immediately to his great cause and instructs them in “rudiments of war”. Earlier in this 
part, Zenocrate once asked Tamburlaine when he would leave his armies to “save 
others from scathe and dangerous chances of the wrathful war”, and heard in reply that 
he would never leave and would teach his sons how to follow him and keep his Empire 
after his death: 
 
And I will teach thee how to charge thy foe,  
And harmless run among the deadly pikes. 
If thou wilt love the wars and follow me,  
Thou shalt be made a king and reign with me, 
Keeping in iron cages emperors. (Pt II, I.iii.45-49) 
 
In this sense, Tamburlaine acts in accordance with the Machiavellian doctrine that 
“when princes have thought more of amenities than of arms, they have lost their states, 
and the first neglect of this art, and the cause that enables to acquire it is to be a 
professional in this art” (58). Tamburlaine not only makes himself a professional, but 
also insists that his sons should be replicas of himself, not allowing them to develop 
new personalities. All he expects of his sons is to succeed him in his Eumenidean office 




conditioning and supplies a Falstaffian commentary, blended of cowardice and 
common sense, to the Hotspur rant of his father” (63). Again Tamburlaine repeats his 
furious rage accompanied by violent action when he finds out that Calyphas has 
refused to fight, and stabs him to death before the armies in spite of urgings for 
forgiveness, for the hero is well conscious of the need to construct a sight of power, 
just as he waited until he had an audience before taking Mycetes’ crown. Standing 
before the armed forces, military generals, and two of his sons with their slaves, 
Tamburlaine calls for Calyphas: 
 
But where’s this coward villain, not my son. 
But traitor to my name and majesty?        He goes in and brings him out.  
Image of sloth, and picture of a slave,  
The obloquy and scorn of my renown! 
How may my heart, thus fired with mine eyes,  
Wounded with shame and kill’d with discontent,  
Shroud any thought may hold my striving hands 
From martial justice on thy wretched soul? (Pt II, IV.i.87-94) 
 
His rejection of Calyphas is a matter of egoism, as he believes that his son’s failure to 
be a replica of himself is inaction and unmanliness. As far as Robert A. Logan is 
concerned, this leaves the audience with a strong impression of his self-centeredness 
and narrow-mindedness (159), which recalls the murder of son by Olympia, yet in this 
case bravery in the son and the love in the parent have been reduced to cowardice and 
hate, thus grotesque cruelty replaces heroism.   
As Machiavelli teaches, “when the prince is with his armies and has a multitude 
of soldiers under his government, then it is above all necessary not to care about a 
name for cruelty, because without this name he never holds his army united, or 
disposed to any action” (67). Tamburlaine takes this chance to flaunt the other two 
sons’ military success as his qualified heirs, and dispatch the disqualified one. Sales 
sees his killing of the supposedly effeminate son as a conscious demonstration of his 
own masculinity (80). His speech gives us a sense that it is calculated and has been 
rehearsed, for he desires to teach his men a lesson that the rules of law should be 
applied upon all including his sons. For here, Cole says, as elsewhere, he persists in 
cloaking the cruelest deeds in the most glowing accounts of his superhuman 




of appropriating nobility to mask barbarity (12). In these two instances, we can see 
that his burning of the town and his stabbing of his son stand out as heinously barbaric 
acts, since they reflect a man whose sensibilities are so out of control that his epic 
stature is diminished, as Logan points out (152).  
The increasingly barbarous side of Tamburlaine’s nature manifests itself in 
another two cases in the play where he imposes heavy penalties upon those he has 
defeated: having his chariot pulled by captive kings, and having the Governor of 
Babylon hung above the ruins and shot to death. In the space of less than one hundred 
lines, two exhausted kings who have drawn his chariot are sent to be hanged, and a 
new set of conquered kings is harnessed; he has his soldiers drown all men, women 
and children and left not a Babylonian in the town. In his conquering career, 
Tamburlaine uses the Machiavellian methods to govern and control the new occupied 
territories, of which the first is to ruin those states. More shockingly, none of these 
brutalities inspire any sense of remorse or guilt in Tamburlaine, for he feels justified 
in his actions: 
 
Villains, these terrors and tyrannies 
(If tyrannies war’s justice ye repute) 
I execute, enjoin’d me from above,  
To scourge the pride of such as Heaven abhors; 
Nor am I made arch-monarch of the world,  
Crown’d and invested by the hand of Jove,  
For deeds of bounty or nobility; 
But, since I exercise a greater name,  
The scourge of God and terror of the world,  
I must apply myself to fit those terms, 
In war, in blood, in death, in cruelty,  
And plague such peasants as resist in me 
The power of heaven’s eternal majesty. (Pt II, IV.i.144-56) 
 
The King of Amasia says that he is a “monster hath drunk a sea of blood, and yet gapes 
still for more to quench his thirst” (Pt II, V.ii.13-14). The once magnificent conqueror 
in Part I has degenerated into a villainous monster, taking all his joy in death execution:  
 
It is evident that even while Tamburlaine’s conquests have enlarged his 
seeming power, his greatness of mind has been lost. His cruelty nauseates, 
and mechanical repetition finally renders it absurd. The intellectual strength 




question and whose conquests were achieved with almost magical ease, has 
given place, in Part II, to brute force and commonplace strategy—a mere 
matter of quinque-angles and counters-carps. (Mahood 62)  
 
At the end of this scene, Tamburlaine’s physical barbarism and spiritual audacity 
have reached a climax before sickness and death come to threaten him. Cole notes that 
Tamburlaine is afflicted in a few moments after he has reached the culmination of his 
inhuman cruelties in the sack of Babylon, and just after his defiant burning of the 
Koran (113). As Jean Jacquot comments, Marlowe’s superman turns out to be 
something of a villainous beast, so that we finally feel revulsion and horror, “despite 
his powers of seduction, and without the author’s explicit use of the convention that 
vice is necessarily punished”, which is a proof of the play’s moral significance (qtd. in 
Cole 113). It is revealed that the hero’s excessive aspirations for superhuman power 
through martial conquests inevitably result in inhumanity, for his ambition is based on 
the law of strife, and it can only be achieved through destructive physical violence. 
Even when he rages at the loss of Zenocrate, the hero is still occupied with the greater 
love of war and violence.  
As this play is based on Tamburlaine’s fiendish mind and insatiable greed for 
conquest, cruel and bloody scenes inevitably occur from the beginning to the end. 
William Tydeman and Vivien Thomas view this play as “a spectacular but not very 
cogent glorification of conquest, cruelty and slaughter” (17). Here we do not seek for 
the reason why they count it as a rather weak glorification, yet the amount of cruelty 
does prove that “Marlowe was deeply attracted to savage episodes in his resources” 
(Clare 76). Therefore, no matter how these dominant criticisms defend the hero and 
his actions, we cannot pay no heed to the arbitrary cruelties, the undisguisedly bloody 
ambitions, and the unwavering stance of rebellious profanity which characterize 
Tamburlaine’s behavior. All of these negative aspects in his characteristics help us 
identify him as a villain-hero.  
 
3.3 The Tragic History of Doctor Faustus as a Medieval Morality Play 
Perhaps even more than Tamburlaine, Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus has 
traditionally occasioned a wide spectrum of critical responses. Establishing the 




Christian interpreters at the other. In 1943, Leo Kirschbaum launched a significant 
attack in “Marlowe’s Faustus: A Reconsideration” against Romantic 
oversimplifications of the play and criticized the tendency to describe Faustus in 
exalted terms as a symbol of the Renaissance scholar. In fact this shift in attitude 
toward Faustus should be attributed to James Smith, who interpreted the play in terms 
of Augustinian theology and saw pride as Faustus’ sin. Recent studies, whatever their 
disagreements, have acknowledged its direct indebtedness to morality play in the 
construction—the conflict of allegorical figures of good and evil over the soul of the 
hero, the personifications of the seven deadly sins, the old man who urges Faustus to 
repent, and the hell-mouth prop at the end of the play—but these borrowings not 
simply stay on the surface. As Cole observes, there is no denying the fact that in Doctor 
Faustus, Marlowe, whatever his personal view of Christianity, has fashioned a play 
thoroughly Christian in conception and import (194). Apart from the thematic 
precedent and somewhat backward devices of dramaturgy provided by the morality 
play, much of the dramatic content can also be interpreted in line with Christian dogma. 
In A Short History of English Renaissance Drama, Helen Hackett also suggests a 
possibility to read it as “an orthodox late medieval play”, for a theological formulation 
is applicable to Doctor Faustus, though it is hardly possible to exhaust its meaning and 
effect: to put it simply, Faustus deliberately and willfully errs, thus receives the 
deserved punishment (81-82). More extreme, Kocher says that “Faustus is the only 
one of Marlowe’s plays in which the pivotal issue is strictly religious and the whole 
design rests upon Protestant doctrines” (104).  
As is known, Marlowe drew his source from the English Faustbook, in which 
theological ideas and concepts were pervasive and obvious. Instead of mechanical 
imitation, Marlowe gave his play a new shape by reorganizing the collection of 
anecdotes about the German magician to make it a tragedy and form the more 
complicated concepts of evil, which has evoked another violent critical controversy—
whether Faustus is a villain or not. Boyer excludes Faustus from his discussion of 
villain-hero, for he thinks that Faustus, unlike the other two Marlovian protagonists, 
does not commit outrageous acts. However, Logan holds the opposite view that 
Faustus is a villain who “follows in Tamburlaine’s footsteps, because his efforts as 




At the beginning, Faustus appears as an intellectual hero with outstanding 
scholastic attainments, wild flights of imagination and ambition, reckless pursuits of 
arcane power, as well as bold and conscious arrogance in the face of the divinely-set 
order. Especially with the bond signed, the deed done, he becomes the wonder of the 
mortal world, distinguished for his possession of magical powers and astronomic 
knowledge. However, McAlindon writes, “the total effect of the play is such that his 
claim to greatness seems almost as invalid as Edward’s claim to the majesty he has 
inherited from his father” (121). Attempts to see Faustus’ revolt against the divine laws 
as a testament to the greatness of the hero have been totally repudiated by McAlindon, 
since, in his opinion, there is little evidence in the text to justify such a reading. 
Furthermore, Cole asserts that Faustus himself plays the role of the Vice of morality 
tradition, since he “needs no other deception to lead him to sin; he is his own worst 
deceiver, his own worst enemy, his own worst tempter” (238-39). 
The opening chorus sketches the story of Faustus for the Elizabethan audience 
and makes a homiletic interpretation of his fatal choice: 
 
Till swol’n with cunning, of a self-conceit, 
His waxen wings did mount above his reach, 
And melting, heavens conspir’d his overthrow.  
For falling to a devilish exercise,  
And glutted now with learning’s golden gifts, 
He surfeits upon cursed necromancy; 
Nothing so sweet as magic is to him, 
Which he prefers before his chiefest bliss. (Pro.20-27) 
 
The whole issue is presented here clearly; the reference and comparison to Icarus, a 
typical example of self-destructive ambition, is symbolic of Faustus’ career, in which 
he has preferred “cursed necromancy” to “his chiefest bliss”. Above all, just as 
Margeson demonstrates that Doctor Faustus belongs to “a Christian framework of 
belief, and skepticism does not shake this framework to any noticeable extent” (184), 
the presentation of Faustus’ fate is in line with Christian understanding of the sin of a 
villain who consciously and willfully breaks the law in order to get what he wants and 
prepares for himself a dreadful punishment. 
The first scene presents Faustus’ examination of the branches of higher learning, 




quotes selective and distortive terms from the Bible to make subversive critique of 
Christian doctrines. Truly, the Bible says that “the reward of sin is death”, but it 
continues to give a warning against worldly lust and vainglory, “the gifte of God is 
eternal life through Jesus Christ our lord”. The Elizabethan audience were well aware 
that it was an intentional misrepresentation by Faustus rather than a convincing 
evidence of the cruelty of God and the meaninglessness of virtue. Moreover, he is no 
longer content to stay within “his quiet house”, where the books kept become a source 
of irritation rather than pleasure; while those “necromantic books” which appeal to his 
demand for personal power, pleasure and profit are now his sacred texts. He therefore 
caresses them tenderly, just as Barabas fondles his bags of rare jewels and precious 
stones, instead of throwing them away impatiently. Cole reminds us to identify his true 
reason behind his rejection of secular learning, and notice what his real demand is—
“O, what a world of profit and delight,/ Of power, of honour, of omnipotence” (I.i.51-
52)—he does not pursue knowledge for the sake of knowledge, but for “power, 
superhuman power, the power over life and death” (197), to some extent similar to 
Tamburlaine. His fundamental and ultimate grievance is that “Yet art thou still but 
Faustus, and a man” (I.i.23). Having known his fantasies, his precious colleagues 
further incite him that magic can turn his quiet study into another Barabas’ counting 
house by conjuring up spirits to plunder the worldly goods: “From Venice shall they 
drag huge argosies,/ And from America the golden fleece/ That yearly stuffs old 
Philip’s treasury” (I.i.128-30).  
Being lured by the devil’s decoys, Faustus goes to conjure alone, and signs the 
bond with Lucifer. Since he proceeds so desperately with ritual of summoning, it seems 
that he does possess the kind of resolution urged by Valdes. However, his self-
encouragement when the crucial moment comes—“Then fear not, Faustus, to be 
resolute/ And try the utmost magic can perform” (I.iii.14-15)—suggests that he just 
pretends to be resolute in the presence of his fellow-magicians, and only for the 
demands of a desperate enterprise. Motivating himself to be resolute, Faustus declares 
his fixed “trust in Belzebub” and concludes the bargain with the demon; then 
Mephostophilis fetches fire to dissolve his congealed blood, which warns him to desist 
and offers him an opportunity to repent. For McAlindon, this diction indicates that 




Dollimore takes his initial determination to resolve all ambiguities, to be resolute and 
show “manly fortitude” only as “a recurring struggle to escape agonized irresolution” 
(113). Judging from his false resolution, we clearly know from the start that Faustus is 
doomed to fail to match his heroic self-conception.  
What use will he make of this hazardously acquired power? His aspirations, at 
first glance, seem to be in the heroic vein: not only for his own interest, but also in the 
service of his country. If things go on like this, we have every reason to expect to see 
a fearless seeker of truth and knowledge, an inquisitive scholar fed up with orthodox 
teaching, who makes at least no ignoble use of the miraculous power. Nevertheless, 
Faustus, once power is his, instead of continuing to pursue ends worthy of his 
professed ideals, gives up his ostensibly lofty dreams without hesitation. W. W. Greg 
points out that despite his strong urge to know truth, and half-hidden in Marlovian 
glamour cast about him, the seeds of decay are in his character from the very first: 
“besides his passion for knowledge is a lust for wealth, pleasure and power” (100). 
Faustus’ own aggressive words intimate that he shares a strong thirst for riches with 
Barabas, and a vulgar desire for “the sweet fruition of an earthly crown” with 
Tamburlaine, though borrowing patriotism as a veil for his selfish ambitions. Yet his 
aspirations are not limited to these, for he is wholly egocentric and desires to be more 
than mortal man, which is revealed in the words of the Bad Angel: “Be thou on earth 
as Jove is in the sky,/ Lord and commander of these elements” (I.i.74-75). His 
“determination” cannot be swayed by the earnest persuasion of the Good Angel, whose 
counsel to “think of heaven and heavenly things” is obliterated by the Bad Angel’s 
simple suggestion to “think of honour and wealth”. Actually, the mere notion of wealth 
is more than enough to sway his mind, to expand his idle imagination to the vision of 
“the signory of Emden”. Ironically, in his aspiration to be like God he rather chooses 
the not-God, which will lead him to the deepest suffering. This sustained irony 
throughout the play, as McAlindon sees, helps us to rule out the possibility of 
Marlowe’s endorsement of Faustus’ deviant acts or any admiration in it (124). In the 
Christian worldview, Faustus is a dangerous man who is held to threaten society and 
frighten the Elizabethans.  
Some critics argue that the introduction of angels externalizes Faustus’ inner 




without even a consideration of the Good Angel’s admonishment, prefers the delusory 
and derisory power that he dreams the devil can offer. There is actually no real conflict 
in his mind, for he hearkens to the Bad Angel and is fully preoccupied by dreams of 
wealth and power. Earlier in the play the idea of wealth was sufficient to content him 
with evil, but now concrete symbols are needed—crowns and rich apparel—his mind 
dwells eagerly upon satisfaction of material appetite and power. Besides, his later 
demand to “live in all voluptuousness” reveals a sensual vein in him: 
 
Whilst I am here on earth let me be cloy’d 
With all things that delight the heart of man. 
My four-and-twenty years of liberty 
I’ll spend in pleasure and in dalliance. (III.i.59-62) 
 
As claimed by Levin, although intellectual curiosity appears at first as the activating 
force, it will be replaced by “the will to power and the appetite for sensation” (132). 
Faustus is always loyal to his own appetite and is busy satisfying himself for the 
moment. There is a stark contrast before and after the pact in the nature of Faustus’ 
desires. After he concludes the pact with the devil, we can trace a gradual deterioration 
in the course of his action—his search for knowledge easily degenerates into 
hedonistic recklessness and fatuous, self-forgetful delights. Kirschbaum calls our 
attention to Faustus’ selling his soul to the devil for earthly power, pleasure, and 
satisfaction, for which he “goes down to horrible and everlasting perdition”, and 
claims that failure to understand this is a disregard for what Marlowe wrote (229). If 
examined more closely, it is not difficult to find that Marlowe makes this fundamental 
human desire for earthly learning and earthly power as a result of a freely reaffirmed 
moral choice. For Kirschbaum, Faustus is a wretched creature who for lower values 
gives up higher ones (229), which is considered as a primal sin in the Christian 
ideology. As far as J. C. Maxwell is concerned, the spiritual ambition that tempts 
Faustus to make the fatal bargain is “a sin compared with which the bodily lusts are of 
secondary importance” (90). It is true that his sin of the mind, not only of the flesh, 
leads to a progressive degradation in which the false objects of the mind are 
temporarily overshadowed by the purely sensual pleasures. In a Christian world, as 




creature comforts than in his original rejection of God (91).  
As we can see, Faustus begins his quest with earnest inquiry about hell and 
heaven: 
 
Meph. Under the heavens. 
Faust. Ay, so are all things else; but whereabouts? 
Meph. Within the bowels of these elements, 
    Where we are tortur’d and remain for ever. 
    Hell hath no limits, not is circumscrib’d 
    In one self place, but where we are is hell,  
    And where hell is, there must we ever be. 
    And to be short, when all the world dissolves 
    And every creature shall be purified,  
    And places shall be hell that is not heaven. 
Faust. I think hell’s a fable. (II.i.115-26)  
 
So absorbed is Faustus in the rosy prospect of unimagined material gain that no advice 
of spiritual loss can change his mind. Once the bond is signed, his discussion with 
Mephostophilis is renewed. Soon tired of seeking knowledge, Faustus turns to demand 
bodily pleasure, enormous personal wealth, and a private army to honor him with 
immense worldly power, or in Bevington’s words, lechery, covetousness, and worldly 
pride: “But leaving this, let me have a wife, the fairest maid in Germany, for I am 
wanton and lascivious, and cannot live without a wife” (II.i.139-40). We can detect a 
change from serious to comic in Faustus, whose skepticism gradually takes on a more 
aggressive and frivolous tone; while the devil remains dignified in the serious 
discourse. Then there follows the tedious discussion on outdated astronomic 
knowledge, in which the demoniac illustration of the movements of spheres provokes 
discontent and impatience: “These slender questions Wagner can decide!” (II.ii.49). 
Mephostophilis’ sententious answer “Per inaequalem motum, respectu totius” (66) 
makes him feel half-satisfied with superficial understanding: “Well, I am answered” 
(67), and quickly he turns to the next question, which is intervened by the appearance 
of Lucifer, who provides him with the pastime of the seven deadly sins. With his 
immediate pleasure being served by such an amazing spectacle, a much shrunken 
Faustus exclaims that “O how this sight doth delight my soul” (II.ii.158). Sensuous 
pleasure can easily distract Faustus’ mind from spiritual concern. Leaving his question 




hell and return again safe”. Faustus responds with wild joy and blasphemously 
compares his visual enjoyment with Adam’s joy at the sight of paradise at the first day 
of the creation. According to McAlindon, from the point of Christian ethic, Faustus’ 
self-indulgence in illusionary sights reflects the devils’ attempts to subdue his 
understanding and will by stirring up a desire for sensual and above all visual delights, 
which “simply confirms his essential humanity, his weakness for what is pleasant to 
eyes” (127). Although a far cry from the answer to his original question who made the 
world, Faustus is drawn to the magical spectacle and from now on poses no more 
serious problems of any sort. From the emptiness of his bargain, we can see a gradual 
degradation in his character, whose pursuits change from intellectual enlightenment to 
vulgar triviality. 
Accompanied by Mephostophilis, Faustus now takes his journey around the 
world, during which the contrast between the actual accomplishments of his magical 
ability and the original ambitions of wealth, honor, and omnipotence is further 
developed and exaggerated. The following comic scenes have been the subject of 
many diverse interpretations. Yet, no matter whether it is composed by Marlowe or 
interpolated by others, Tydeman and Thomas, after examination of a large sum of 
criticism, comes to a conclusion that most critics agree in essentials with the moral 
interpretation of the comic scenes, “which reinforces an orthodox view of the play” 
(49). Faustus descends to an imperial entertainer rather than ascends to the stature of 
a demigod or commander of the world. Nevertheless, this once ambitious scholar 
deceives himself and satisfies his own vanity by playing tricks on the Papal court, 
ordering the spirits to bring winter grapes to the Duchess of Vanholt, using his power 
to grow horns on the heads of scoffing knights and striking dumb the ignorant 
tradesmen and peasants. Every dramatic action that ensues after the contract acutely 
shows the increasing fatuity of Faustus’ career, in which the deterioration of his 
character and the abuse of his powers stand out clearly. Originally there is something 
peculiar and evil in his nature, while through the pact with hell, he has himself taken 
on infernal nature and made himself more villainous.  
In the midst of his magical career, Faustus himself feels a slight sense of 
emptiness and nihility, especially after selling an illusionary horse to a horse-courser, 





What art thou, Faustus, but a man condemn’d to die? 
Thy fatal time draws to a final end. 
Despair doth drive distrust into my thoughts; 
Confound these passions with a quiet sleep. 
Tush, Christ did call the thief upon the cross,  
Then rest thee, Faustus, quiet in conceit. (IV.iv.18-23) 
 
Nonetheless, Faustus does not linger too much on this meditation, and moves from 
despair to an equally dangerous alternative, presumption, which is regarded by Christ 
as the other obstacle to repentance and salvation. Faustus’ despair and presumption, 
his addiction to sensual pleasures, as well as his fear of physical violence threatened 
by the devils make it impossible for him to accept the Old Man’s last counsel. When 
Mephostophilis charges him with treason and threatens to tear him into pieces, Faustus 
promptly yields himself completely to his infernal lord: 
 
I do repent I e’er offended him. 
Sweet Mephostophilis, entreat thy lord 
To pardon my unjust presumption,  
And with my blood again I will confirm  
The former vow I made to Lucifer. (V.i.75-79) 
 
Instead of confession, Faustus himself now requests another sensual pleasure—
Helen of Troy as the supreme bliss: 
 
To glut the longing of my heart’s desire,  
That I may have unto my paramour 
That heavenly Helen which I saw of late, 
Whose sweet embracings may extinguish clear 
Those thoughts that do dissuade me from my vow. (V.i.89-93) 
 
To the Elizabethans Helen is a symbol of destructive beauty and sinful pleasure. In 
making her his paramour, Greg tells, Faustus commits the sin of demoniality, bodily 
intercourse with demons (106): 
 
Was this face that launch’d a thousand ships, 
And burnt the topless towers of Ilium? 
Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss: 




Come, Helen, come, give me my soul again. 
Here will I dwell, for heaven is in these lips, 
And all is dross that is not Helena. (V.i.97-103) 
… 
O, thou art fairer than the evening’s air,  
Clad in the beauty of a thousand stars.  
Brighter art thou than flaming Jupiter, 
When he appear’d to hapless Semele: 
More lovely than the monarch of the sky, 
In wanton Arethusa’s azur’d arms,   
And none but thou shalt be my paramour. (110-16) 
 
The retribution of that disordered union follows so quickly; now Faustus is 
brought face to face with eternal damnation with fear and trembling. Finally he falls 
into the pit of his digging; he is predestined to the eternal pain and the hell of his own 
degenerated aspiration and perverse will. Cole sees it that Doctor Faustus, by 
prostitution of his freedom and defiance of the natural order, willfully chooses his own 
ultimate destruction under the guise of self-glory (231), for his appetites for power, 
wealth, sex and pleasures are uncontrolled, while the true free and free-loving man is 
able to mater his desires. In Faustus we can see that his superhuman ambitions from 
the beginning prove to be subhuman ones at last. The most serious sin committed by 
Faustus is not embodied in malicious actions like that of Tamburlaine and Barabas, but 
in the perversity of his will and intellect. In this sense, the quality of evil inherent in 
his nature establishes him as a villain.   
 
3.4 The Jew of Malta as a Tale of Insatiable Greed 
Compared with Tamburlaine and Faustus, it is much easier for us to label Barabas 
as a monstrous stage villain, although Christian hypocrisy at the beginning makes 
understandable the passion for revenge which overwhelms the hero. Cole goes further 
and claims that all attempts to explain the career of Barabas in the light of any classical 
tragic theory have ended in vain, and with sound reasons, for the dramatic protagonist 
shows the slightest trace of heroic or admirable traits, nor was he intended to (123). To 
some extent, Barabas bears some resemblance to Tamburlaine as an incarnation of 
avarice who dedicates himself with vicious passion to a series of villainous 
conspiracies. Into the character of Barabas Marlowe has infused every imaginable evil 




weird mixture with the spirits of the Vice in morality play. As a result, we are presented 
with a protagonist who, Cole says, is even more grotesquely inhumane than 
Tamburlaine at his cruelest moments, incarnates the inverse of orthodox Elizabethan 
virtues and values, and whose closest kinship with humanity is registered in terms of 
avarice and egoism (123). 
The prologue, spoken by Machiavelli, heralds the appearance of an unregenerate 
protagonist and a spectacle of personified villainy. Machiavelli first establishes his 
own evil and then bids the spectators to prepare for his disciple, a stock villain 
eminently capable of clever underhandedness and treachery: “And let him not be 
entertain’d the worse/ Because he favours me” (Pro. 35-36). Their spiritual alliance 
reveals the ingrained psychological traits to be found in Barabas: extraordinary 
cunning, utter lack of conscience and insatiable greed: [He] “smiles to see how full his 
bags are cramm’d;/ Which money was not got without my means” (Pro.32-33). As a 
whole, the speech, delivered in a tone of gloating villainy, gives us a glimpse of the 
Jew’s deepest passions, his natural character and the fundamental quality of his 
career—motivated solely by the love of evil for its own sake.  
From his opening soliloquy Barabas demonstrates the intensely, utterly evil 
nature of a man completely self-absorbed, lacking in moral, sentimental, and spiritual 
values. He revels in good fortune, declaring boastfully, “What more may heaven do 
for earthly man/ Than thus to pour out in their laps” (I.i.106-7). Then he exults in the 
power over natural forces that heaven grants wealthy Jewish merchants like himself, 
“Ripping the bowels of the earth for them,/ Making the sea their servant, and the 
winds/To drive their substance with successful blasts?” (I.i.108-10). And he continues 
to ask sarcastically, “Who hateth me but for my happiness? Or who is honour’d now 
but for his wealth?” (I.i.111-12). Logan claims that implicit in Barabas’ argument is 
the idea that the lust for power is inherent in all human beings and that Jews are more 
open than Christians to acknowledge both their appetite for and means of gaining such 
power through accumulation of material wealth (131). Barabas looks down upon the 
way that Christians gain their kingly power, “crowns come either by succession,/ Or 
urg’d by force; and nothing violent,/ Oft have I heard tell, can be permanent” (I.i.130-
32). Ironically, as the play moves further, Barabas himself proves to be the united 




For a moment one is inclined to sympathize with the hero, for he begins his tragic 
career with a strong motive for retaliation, nevertheless it is gradually developed into 
a corrupted obsession with revenge for its own sake, an all-embracing malevolence, 
and the desire to strain villainy to its uttermost extent. It is true that other characters in 
his world, except Abigail, are hardly better than Barabas; yet their false dealing is in 
no case to be used as an excuse to justify his own evildoings. The image of an evil 
hero is clearly visible: he is shrewd, miserly, void of conscience. Despite that a Jew is 
stereotypically described as an alien in a predominantly Christian culture, Barabas also 
consciously enhances his alien status among the Jews due to his defiance of and scorn 
for them. His narrow compassion excludes even his Jewish compatriots who flock to 
inform him of the arrival of the Turkish fleet: 
 
Why, let’em come, so they come not to war; 
Or let’em war, so we be conquerors. 
(Aside) Nay, let’em combat, conquer, and kill all.  
So they spare me, my daughter, and my wealth. (I.i.149-52) 
 
Ostensibly Barabas seems to ease their concerns of the Turkish visit, only to think it 
over carefully after their departure, “These silly men mistake the matter clean” 
(I.i.178). The principle of double-dealing prevails on all sides of his career. It would 
be completely wrong to mistake Barabas as a champion of the downtrodden and 
powerless race, for he harbors equal enmity against anyone else, whatever their origins 
and race. Such a man is less likely to possess the ability to think from other’s 
perspective, hence, release personal hatred and animosity to feel any sympathy.  
Some critics argue that in the next scene we find Barabas, who is now wronged, 
sensitive and helpless, in the position of a sympathetic victim of Christian treachery. 
Admittedly, the Jew is at first a man with a grievance, but as Levin says, “his retaliation 
overruns the provocation”, for his retaliatory tactics, augmented by his overweening 
ambitions, are so thoroughgoing that “the revenger becomes a villain” (79). In fact 
Barabas is put in an ironic context from the beginning. When he strongly condemns 
the “unseen hypocrisy” of Christians, he himself knowingly betrays his professed 
beliefs and ideals without self-acknowledgement. He once proudly compared himself 




conduct is quite at variance with these models: neither his response to the loss of 
property is Job-like patience and submission but furious revenge; nor his murder of 
his daughter is out of Abraham’s love and obedience towards God but out of his own 
anger and hatred (102). Barabas reacts violently to the loss of his possessions, and lays 
the foulest curses upon his Christian persecutors: 
 
The plagues of Egypt, and the curse of heaven,  
Earth’s barrenness, and all men’s hatred,  
Inflict upon them, thou great Primus Motor! 
And here upon my knees, striking the earth,  
I ban their souls to everlasting pains,  
And extreme tortures of the fiery deep, 
That thus have dealt with me in my distress! (I.ii.161-67) 
 
The other Jews recall the example of Job to urge his calmness; however, Barabas 
belittles the misery of Job, whose loss is thought no match for his. Cole reminds us to 
note that Barabas speaks only of the material losses of Job, while makes no reference 
to the loss of his children, or of the physical trauma that he endures; it is only material 
possessions that Barabas values (124). The violence of Barabas stands in stark contrast 
to the patience of Job, who in self-reflection lists all possible sins which would have 
deserved such a heavy punishment, but of which he is actually not guilty: 
 
If I have put my trust in gold 
or said to pure gold, ‘You are my security’, 
If I have rejoiced over my great wealth, 
the fortune my hands had gained… 
If I have rejoiced at my enemy’s misfortune  
or gloated over the trouble that came to him— 
I have not allowed my mouth to sin 
by invoking a curse against their life. (Job, 31:24-25, 29-30) 
 
Obviously, Barabas commits these very offenses. The play begins with his careful 
counting of his properties, rejoicing over his heaps of gold, for his huge wealth is “the 
comfort of his age”. His egoism and self-conceit explain his contempt for all people 
other than himself and his daughter, and he even wishes that the Turks will displace 
his Christian enemies to take over the town. As Cole says, these point-for-point 




to the generally-accepted values and virtues of his society (125). 
His comforters, finally conscious of their inability to smooth his excessive anger 
and sadness, leave him alone “in his ireful mood”; the Jew swiftly changes his manner 
and reveals that his true “noble” passion is to deceive others so as to win sympathy 
from them. Upon their leave, Barabas laughs mercilessly at the ineptness and 
simplicity of his brethren, and complacently at the misplaced pity he has aroused. 
Under the guise of his passionate overreaction to the tax is calm and collected 
calculation; the Jew has already prepared himself for revenge plan with cold precision. 
This sudden change recalls his feigned ignorance in the earlier meeting with the three 
Jews; only the audience are allowed to overhear his asides and soliloquies, to witness 
his wiles as a fox. In this sense, Bevington believes that the hero’s hatred is not simply 
provoked by Ferneze’s persecution; but he hated the world before, as a matter of his 
“policy”, hence the motivation provided in the first act cannot conceal the purely Vice-
like conception of Barabas’ original character (225). 
His subsequent encounter with Abigail reveals his true nature even more, where 
he instructs her not to moan “for a little loss”, since he had anticipated such arbitrary 
expropriation and had stored away a vast majority of his fortunes. He takes it for 
granted that his daughter laments the loss of her future wealth, “Thy father has enough 
in store for thee” (I.ii.226); while Abigail’s concern is not the property loss, but the 
grief that such loss brings to her beloved father. Barabas shows his Machiavellian 
nature when he bids his daughter to quit the needless sorrow, and exhorts her to be as 
patient as himself especially under injury: 
 
No, Abigail, things past recovery  
Are hardly cur’d with exclamations.  
Be silent, daughter; sufferance breeds ease,  
And time may yield us an occasion, 
Which on the sudden cannot serve the turn. (I.ii.235-39) 
 
Admittedly, Barabas, descendant of the Vice, is skilled at inverting his professed 
sentiments to suit the person with whom he talks, Cole says (126).  
The news that he is prohibited from returning to his house to transfer the hidden 
assets only troubles him for a little moment before he finds a solution. In order to 




dissembling is second nature to Barabas, and religion is ostensibly but a disguise for 
crime (49): 
 
Ay, daughter; for religion  
Hides many mischiefs from suspicion. (I.ii.278-79) 
… 
As good dissemble that thou never mean’st 
As first mean truth, and then dissemble it:  
A counterfeit profession is better 
Than unseen hypocrisy. (287-90) 
 
Barabas instructs his daughter to gain admission to the convent by applying to 
become a novice under the pretense that she wishes to make atonement for sin and is 
in want of faith. He told her to meet at dawn, but sleepless with excitement, the Jew 
arrives with a light before the midnight. The gentle Abigail is now his only source of 
hope when he waits for her to retrieve the hidden treasure and speaks of “my soul’s 
sole hope”. Yet, as the bags of treasure come tumbling from above, Barabas embraces 
them like his long-lost children and bursts into an ecstasy of delight:  
 
    O my girl!  
My gold, my fortune, my felicity, 
Strength to my soul, death to mine enemy! 
Welcome the first beginner of my bliss! 
O Abigail, Abigail, that I had thee here too! 
Then my desires were fully satisfied: 
But I will practise thy enlargement thence.  
O girl! O gold! O beauty! O my bliss! (II.i.47-53).  
 
Patently, the wealth is much dearer to Barabas than his daughter. His love for his 
daughter involves no more than words, which is essentially an extension of his own 
greed. As Logan tells, Barabas does not appreciate that which is immaterial, human 
and emotional—here Abigail’s devotion; instead he prizes material possessions 
regained through his cunning (119). Clasping the bags to his bosom, he chants over 
them a paean of loverlike rapture:  
 
Now Phoebus, ope the eyelids of the day,  
And for the raven, wake the morning lark,  
That I may hover with her in the air, 





With the recovery of his lost fortune, Barabas becomes as wealthy as he was, and 
lives in a house “as great and fair as is the Governor’s”. Abigail, released from the 
nunnery, is once again being used callously as a mere pawn to further her father’s 
intrigues to play off her suitors against each other so as to lead them to death, for 
Barabas, a Machiavellian, never ever forgets an old offense: 
 
I am not the tribe of Levi, I, 
That can so soon forget an injury. 
We Jews can fawn like spaniels when we please,  
And when we grin we bite; yet are our looks  
As innocent and harmless as a lamb’s.  
I learn’d in Florence how to kiss my hand, 
Heave up my shoulders when they call me dog, 
And duck as low as any bare-foot friar,  
Hoping to see them in starve upon a stall. (II.iii.18-26) 
 
Bevington’s argument makes sense that the Jew was a thorough villain from start to 
finish, where “his later career of viciousness is simply a return to his original nature 
rather than a new and puzzling development in character” (225-26). Once the 
motivation for revenge is established, Barabas will stop at nothing to attain his ends.  
Because of his boundless hatred for Christians, especially for Ferneze, Barabas 
embarks on a course of retaliatory actions in successive scenes with the assistance of 
Ithamore. Their relationship, as McAlindon points out, is founded on the same anti-
Christian hatred, which is consuming, intense, and desperately inhuman, as well as 
gives them terrible energy (108). First and foremost, Barabas lectures the Turkish slave 
on Machiavellian maxims:  
 
First be thou void of these affections: 
Compassion, love, vain hope, and heartless fear; 
Be mov’d at nothing, see thou pity none,  
But to thyself smile when the Christians moan. (II.iii.167-70) 
 
In response to the Turk’s humble compliment, “O, brave, master, I worship your nose 
for this” (171), Barabas sketches a violent self-portrait and confides what professions 
he has practiced, as a murderer, poisoner, and usurer who masters all the shady tricks 




Barabas shares some characteristics of Tamburlaine, who leads his victims to 
desperation and suicide, and revels in the physical destruction of his enemies. Such 
crimes are committed with no sign of conscientious humanity, since he is essentially 
heartless, and needs no other psychological motivation than his own evil nature. 
Therefore, Cole sees Barabas’ villainy as largely gratuitous and thoroughly merciless 
in spite of his appeals for “justice”, because “lust for revenge and absolute egocentrism 
are not sufficient to account for such spectacular evil deeds” (140), which is clearly 
shown in his speech to Ithamore. Finding roguish compliance in the purchased slave, 
Barabas welcomes him as a comrade in the “great” career of revenge: 
 
Why, this is something: make account of me 
As of thy fellow; we are villains both: 
Both circumcised, we hate Christians both. 
Be true and secret, thou shalt want no gold. (II.iii.211-14) 
 
However, Bevington sees their alliance for the purpose of taking reprisals against their 
Christian persecutors as a patent pretext, for they not only “hate Christians both”, but 
also stand side by side in the same villainous camp; the former is only a matter of 
superficial motivation, while the latter is the basically harsh truth (226). Barabas’s 
hatred spreads to invalids, orphans, and helpless people irrespective of race or religion: 
“As for myself, I walk abroad a-nights,/ And kill sick people groaning under walls;/ 
Sometimes I go about and poison wells” (II.iii.172-74). In battle he is overwhelmed 
by immense pleasure of indiscriminate slaughter: “And in the wars ’twixt France and 
Germany,/ Under the pretence of helping Charles the Fifth,/ Slew friends and enemies 
with my stratagems” (II.iii.185-87). These vicious accomplishments are less likely to 
correspond with his real-life experience, especially when considering that he prefers 
peaceful rule to ensure his accumulation of more wealth rather than imperial dominion. 
Nevertheless, the Machiavellian description indicates his tendency to turn into such a 
monster in the following acts, where we are invited to witness a series of revenges on 
his persecutors as well as a parade of triumphs over his innocent victims.  
Barabas’ first vengeance is directed against Lodowick and Mathias, a couple of 
friends from youth and rival suitors of his daughter; Lodowick is the son of Ferneze, 




rain’d manna for the Jews,/ So sure shall he and Don Mathias die:/ His father was my 
chiefest enemy” (II.iii.246-48). With muttered menacing asides and ulterior motives, 
Barabas welcomes Lodowick to his house, where he urges Abigail to feign love for 
him and promises their engagement; while simultaneously he plights Mathias her troth 
to provoke dissension. Ironically Barabas deceives Abigail even when he tries to teach 
her the fine arts of deception: 
 
It’s no sin to deceive a Christian; 
For they themselves hold it a principle.  
Faith is not to be held with heretics: 
But all are heretics that are not Jews. (II.iii.307-10) 
 
The Jew, even worse than Machiavelli, as McAlindon claims, grounds his enemies’ 
faithlessness in his own religious belief, thus justifying theologically for his every 
treacherous act (105). Definitely Abigail is not persuaded; she just obeys, though much 
against her will. The newly betrothed Lodowick cries out with delight, “Now have I 
that for which my soul hath long’d” (II.iii.316), which is immediately undercut by 
Barabas’ lethal aside, “So have not I; but yet I hope I shall” (II.iii.317). The Jew takes 
advantage of Abigail’s love for Mathias to bring his intrigue to a climax, although the 
young man commits no offense, “she holds him dear;/ But I have sworn to frustrate 
both their hopes” (II.iii.140-41). The rivals are tempted into a well-designed pitfall of 
mutual slaughter; and to the horrified amazement of their relatives, no one scents the 
Jew’s hand in the fatal duel, who secretly gloats over the cleverness of his act. The 
character of Barabas is thrown into sharp relief by contrast with that of Abigail, who 
appears first with sorrow over the suffering that her dispossessed father must endure, 
and later dutifully carries out his plots because of trust and obedience, which further 
reveals the Jew’s indifference to his daughter’s feelings.  
From the lips of the ill-disposed Ithamore, Abigail bitterly learns of her father’s 
full responsibility for this fatality, and comes to the awareness of his ruthless and 
tortuous policy: 
 
Admit thou lov’dst not Lodowick for his sire,  
Yet Don Mathias ne’er offended thee.  




Because the Governor dispossess’d thee once,  
And couldst not venge it but upon his son; 
Nor on his son but by Mathias’ means; 
Not on Mathias but by murdering me. 
But I perceive there is no love on earth, 
Pity in Jews, nor piety in Turks. (III.iii.40-48) 
 
Barabas’ perverse fidelity to his goal alienates Abigail and drives her again into the 
convent, not to serve him this time but to escape. Evidently she becomes a potential 
enemy to the Jew for two reasons, of disloyalty and possession of dangerous 
knowledge: “For she that varies from me in belief,/ Gives great presumption that she 
loves me not;/ Or loving, doth dislike of something done” (III.iv.10-12). The Jew’s 
essential character demonstrates itself in his malicious curses on his only daughter: the 
loyalty to himself comes first, thus Abigail must be silenced lest her conversion to 
Christianity bring disgrace to him; the worst curse he can imagine is the one that he 
values most but actually makes little sense to Abigail—to disinherit her; finally he 
again distorts the Scripture to defend his own action, for Cain never perished under 
any curse of his father Adam.  
The Jew once listed three considerations in his mind—himself, his wealth, and 
his daughter—the hierarchy of the three is unquestionable. So not surprisingly, he 
displays less sadness at the loss of his daughter than at the loss of his treasure. As a 
matter of fact, Barabas undermines his bond with Abigail in his first allusion: “I have 
no charge, nor many children,/ But one sole daughter, whom I hold as dear,/ As 
Agamemnon did his Iphigen” (I.i.135-37), which unfortunately turns out to be 
prophetic, for the core of Agamemnon’s relationship was never his fatherly sentiment 
but his willingness to sacrifice his daughter for his own ends, and Barabas obviously 
shows the same willingness. The Jew makes a convenience of Abigail, first to recover 
his gold, then unknowingly, to satisfy his own immoderate desire for revenge. In 
contrast, Abigail keeps loyal to her father to the ultimate end, despite of his treachery. 
She just blames the general state of infidelity in the Jews and Turks, not her father or 
his accomplice for her suffering and death. Consequently her death is a must. For 
Bevington, Barabas’ primary concern in disposing Abigail is “less with the motive of 
his deed than with its execution” (228). The Jew rejoices in his brilliant strategy of a 




sending a deadly porridge as alms to the convent. Even the equally vicious and 
conscienceless Ithamore is shocked by Barabas’ glee; he asks the Jew if there is any 
sorrow and hears the reply: “No, but I grieve because she liv’d so long” (IV.i.18). The 
hero’s character, as Cole suggests, admits no love, no mercy, and no concern for others 
other than himself (131). Disdainfully he proclaims: For so I live, perish may all the 
world (V.v.11). 
The murder of all the nuns results in another crisis with which Barabas has to 
adopt necessary violent means to deal so as to protect himself from extortion. Friar 
Barnardine has learned of the Jew’s unknown crimes from Abigail’s dying confession, 
with Friar Jacomo he holds the upper hand of Barabas with threatened exposure, but 
bound by the seal of confession, they cannot make a direct charge. At this impasse 
Barabas seizes the initiative, with the professed announcements that he gets ready to 
be converted and renounce the worldly goods in order to lead the friars into his trap. 
Like Abigail, they become dangerous enemies to Barabas and must be disposed 
quickly and skillfully: 
 
Now I have such a plot for both their lives,  
As never Jew or Christian knew the like: 
One turn’d my daughter, therefore he shall die; 
The other knows enough to have my life,  
Therefore ’tis not requisite he should live. (IV.i.117-21) 
 
Likewise, the speech provides a plausible motivation to justify himself. His plot is to 
be a masterpiece: by exploiting their avarice, he repeats his policy tricks to drive a 
wedge between the friars in the manner of a Vice by catering to their supreme 
passion—greed. The extreme revenge of Barabas, Levin notes, runs away with the play, 
egregiously transcending the boundary of normal vindictiveness; but it is the nature of 
the Marlovian protagonist to press whatever to its uttermost extreme (96). 
As Barabas progresses, every crime turns to be its own potential nemesis. When 
the Jew eliminates his potential and real enemies along the way, he finally gets down 
to the complicity of Ithamore and the blackmail of Pilia-Borza. The need to dispatch 
Ithamore and his new companions is as urgent as to get rid of Abigail and the friars 
due to his disloyalty to Barabas as well as possession of dangerous knowledge: “Well, 




he knows, and I shall die for’t” (IV.iii.60-62). In the earlier scene, Abigail’s “betrayal” 
urges the Jew to formally recognize Ithamore as the only source of hope, for it is he 
who can help to complete the vengeance: “My trusty servant, nay, my second self;/ 
For I have now no hope but even in thee,/ And on that hope my happiness is built” 
(III.iv.16-18). What Barabas indicates and Ithamore perceives are quite different. 
Actually Barabas had planned to do away with the Turkish slave when he outlived his 
usefulness, “Thus every villain ambles after wealth,/ Although he ne’er be richer than 
in hope”, “I’ll pay thee with a vengeance, Ithamore!” (III.iv.51-52, 113). As Bevington 
tells, it is his nature to hate everyone, even his companion in vice, and the destruction 
of Ithamore ultimately results from this simple hatred (229). On his way to seek 
revenge for his grievances or smother up his crimes, Barabas’ one evil deed leads to 
another, which stems from his pure evil nature rather than development of motivation. 
His final and fatal decision to make peace with Ferneze is not driven by his inner 
longing to be loved (as Levin suggests), but by his awareness that his life will be in 
danger if he does nothing to ease their relationship, and it is stalling tactics employed 
to plot the destruction of both Christian and Turkish sides, for a villain hardly admits 
allies: 
 
Thus loving neither, will I live with both, 
Making a profit of my policy; 
And he from whom my most advantage comes, 
Shall be my friend. (V.ii.109-12) 
 
When Ferneze was delivered into his grasp, Barabas could have settled his 
personal scores which were thought to motivate all his previous atrocities. However, 
he renounces his plans of vengeance on the heretic Christians instead to incite one side 
against the other, and boasts of his cunning in betrayal to the Turks: 
 
    Why, is not this 
A kingly kind of trade, to purchase towns 
By treachery, and sell ’em by deceit? 
Now tell me, worldlings, underneath the sun 
If greater falsehood ever has been done. (V.v.49-53) 
 




caldron he had prepared for his enemies bespeaks how much he glories in his villainy 
and exults in his curse: 
 
And villains, know you cannot help me now.  
Then Barabas, breathe forth thy latest fate,  
And in the fury of thy torments strive 
To end thy life with resolution. 
Know, Governor, ’twas I that slew thy son; 
I fram’d the challenge that did make them meet.  
Know, Calymath, I aim’d thy overthrow: 
And had I but escap’d this stratagem, 
I would have brought confusion on you all,  
Damn’d Christians, dogs, and Turkish infidels! 
But now begins the extremity of heat 
To pinch me with intolerable pangs. 
Die life! Fly soul! Tongue curse thy fill, and die! (V.v.79-91) 
 
Obviously this death scene evokes neither pity nor sympathy. It is but fitting that the 
Jew should fall into his own trap, who to the end remains simply a grotesque 
incarnation “of greed and of the negative impulses it generates in the self and in others” 
(McAlindon 108). 
The Jew at the beginning seems to make a point of detesting Christians and 
plotting their destruction, yet through his course of action it gradually becomes clear 
that he develops motiveless and indiscriminate malignity towards everyone, including 
his own innocent daughter and vicious henchman. No matter from the standpoint of 
modern notion or from the past tradition of the morality play, Barabas definitely stands 
as a symbolic figure with embodiment of many evil elements, above all, insatiable 
greed and pure egoism; and the dramatic theme is made clear: it is a play of cupidity—
uncontrolled desire for riches. Cole detects psychological traits of the Jew, the Vice 
and Machiavelli in him: as a Jew, he disdains all Christians, loves only lucre, and 
distorts the retributive justice recognized by the Elizabethans; in the manner of the 
Vice he takes great delight in his savage acts, reveling his artful wickedness; as 
Machiavelli he works by sheer deceit and stratagem, bending all things to obey his 
own laws (142-43). Hence, Levin concludes that Barabas is an immoralist, the very 
devil incarnate, the scapegoat banished to the wilderness burdened with all the sins 
that flesh inherits; “contrasted with the devil-worshipping Faustus, he is more 




With a view to the nature of the Elizabethan stage, under the influence of 
medieval dramatic traditions and modes of thought, the Jew set to paper by Christian 
writers always appears as an inhuman and alien creature. Marlowe has combined the 
characteristics of the Jew, Machiavel, as well as the Vice to create his protagonist. 
Abigail’s disappointment with her father directs our attention to his non-Christian 
identity: in the Elizabethan age, it is not Barabas himself that is evil but his Jewishness, 
stereotyped by the Christians as faithless, remorseless, and greedy, so is the Turk. Such 
preconception fashions the Jew into the personification of moral evils like rapacity, 
egoism, impiety, and materialism. Cole views the issue of Jewishness from its literal 
and figurative aspects in the dramatic tradition of England, and concludes that Barabas 
is “a literal or racial Jew” as well, who inherits the moral ignominy and unpopularity 
attached to actual Jews by the Elizabethan spectator (135). It is hardly possible to 
suppose that the Elizabethans would side with Barabas; just as it is impossible to view 
Marlowe as a defender of Jews, for he does not condemn Christianity itself but the 
betrayal of Christianity in his dramatic world. “If Barabas’ literal Jewishness is not 
enough in itself to denounce him”, Cole adds, his image of extremely insatiable greed 
from his very first appearance would be more than sufficient to do so (136). His 
recognition of the world is grounded on the terms of material wealth so that he takes 
firm belief in the superiority of Jew over Christian, for the Jews are much wealthier. 
The supremacy of gold runs through the whole play, which is made explicit in Basso’s 
reply to Ferneze’s query about what wind drives him into Malta road: “The wind that 
bloweth all the world besides,/ Desire of gold” (III.v.3-4). The Jew himself stands out 
as the ideal representative of this highest value.   
However, we cannot put all the blame of Barabas’ viciousness and his evildoings 
on his Jewishness. The play in its general outline conforms to the career of 
Machiavellian, in which Barabas’ means employed to attain his ends and his 
indifference to the welfare of others mark him as the quintessential embodiment of the 
Machiavellian courtier. The popular conception of Machiavelli at that time covered a 
wide range of negative personality traits—avarice, infidelity, egoism, cruelty, 
ruthlessness, treachery, cunning and fraud—all but not limited to these were taken as 
notorious trademarks of the Machiavellian. Under such preconceptions, Barabas could 




a traditional hero whose struggle is admirable and whose fall is pitiable is to 
completely disregard all those qualities Marlowe has poured into him: his Jewishness, 
his Machiavellianism, and his resemblance to a Vice, his extreme egoism and his 
elation at destruction for its own sake (157). In this sense, the last punishment answers 
for his sins, for the retributive justice is demanded to end the worldly success of vice. 
Bevington confirms the impression: “the Jew was evil, and he answered for it; the 
lesson seems clear and edifying” (231).  
According to Cole, in Marlovian tragedy “evil erupts into dramatic action through 
personality”, and much, if not all, of his emphasis is on personal aberration (261). The 
spectacular scenes of evil dominate the stage, and sufferings therein are caused by the 
evil villain, who, at a higher level than the surrounding characters, drives forward the 
dramatic plot. As further pointed out by Cole, some have mistook that height for 
heroism, and have seen in the limitless and passionate aspirations in these “heroes” the 
romantic struggle and longing for the infinite that influences later literature (156). Such 
readings are the visible result of strictly modern notions, without regard to the 
historical setting of Marlowe’s plays. It is unfair to analyze an Elizabethan play out of 
its context, for it is a tale of a particular character at a particular time and is 
dramatically revelatory of that character. In fact, each of Marlowe’s plays, Logan notes, 
characterizes a self-styled Machiavellian villain—ambitious, aggressive, calculative, 
and ruthless to the point of inhumanity—and each involves in unspeakable atrocities 
and violence (31), though less obvious in Faustus than in the other two.  
Truly, in trying to define the characteristics of Marlowe’s protagonists, there is 
no escaping the fact that they do not technically accord with Aristotle’s emphasis on 
the positive image of tragic heroes. The confluence of Senecan violence with 
Machiavellian policy and with the Vice of the morality tradition provided Marlowe 
with a parade of characters with morally evil qualities revealed clearly through their 
own courses of action. Whatever the dramatist’s personal attitude towards Christianity, 
Marlowe obviously borrowed its doctrines to portray the dark side of human beings. 
The original sins in Christian ideology such as avarice and egoism became inextricably 
part of his heroes. 
Unlike the Greek ones, Marlowe’s protagonists consciously and deliberately 




from which stems the network of evil. Villains want freedom, and from their own 
perspectives they merely exercise personal liberty, without noticing that they are 
imposing unendurable oppression on those weaker people. For instance, Hamlet 
objects to the reign of Claudius because he believes that Denmark is misgoverned by 
a man whose appetite for sex, drink and power are excessive. Yet a truly free and 
freedom-loving man knows how to master his desires. In this sense, the Marlovian 
heroes persistently bring suffering and destruction to others and inevitably to 
themselves by the abuse of will and freedom. Much worse, they hardly exhibit any 
sign of conventional conscience and sympathy, no matter how guilty and notorious 
they may be in the eyes of their victims and the audience. Tamburlaine marches to 
fame through fields of blood, with heaps of the corpses of his victims being left behind 
him; Faustus, shaped in the image of Lucifer, leads himself to the painful destruction 
with the motive of boundless supremacy; Barabas stands as an exemplar of 
consummate evil. Despite that Marlowe cloaks their perversity in eloquent expressions 
and high-astounding language, they confirm the condemnation of iniquity by their very 
names and natures. The greater power they enjoy, the more damage they will cause. 
They may have heroic proportions, yet their diabolic crimes and evil nature establish 
them as villain-hero. Thus, one is inclined to find in Marlowe’s tragedy a clear vision 
of evil, but little vision of good. From Marlowe, it is as if the privilege of representation 
on tragic stage has been extended from the decent man to the villain.  
Aristotle once limited the proper tragic emotions to pity and fear, and for this 
reason, the possibility of depicting the fall of a villain are excluded from the genre of 
tragedy. But as we can see in Marlowe’s plays, he has capitalized dramatically on the 
evil qualities to make his heroes stand out of the ordinary, and such treatment as he 
gives his villains does not suggest an absence of proper tragic effects. Agnes Repplier 
claims that:  
 
A villain must be a thing of power, handled with delicacy and grace. He must 
be wicked enough to excite our aversion, strong enough to arouse our fear, 
human enough to awaken some transient gleam of sympathy. We must 
triumph in his downfall, yet not barboursly nor with contempt, and the close 
of his career must be in harmony with all its previous development (1890).         
  




crimes and evil passions. However, the issue of the sense of sympathy and other proper 
































Chapter Four Marlowe’s Contribution to Tragic Drama and Theory 
 
Marlowe’s literary influence can be broadly divided into two sorts: response to 
his style (usually in the form of parody or imitation) and response to the content of his 
works (primarily his tragedies), Lisa Hopkins concludes (306). Many attempts have 
been made to study his dramatic language or his reputation for dissidence embodied 
in his plays, however; little attention has been paid to his contribution to the expansion 
of the scope of tragic protagonist, for dominant scholarship is inclined to approach the 
Marlovian heroes as morally positive characters, which is almost guaranteed to 
encounter impediments. Apart from the difficulties emerging from their narrowness, 
such traditional efforts have led to two propensities: reduction of tragic subjects, and 
more importantly, obliteration of Marlowe’s contribution to tragic arts and its theory. 
As observed by Logan, the study of Marlowe’s influence is never likely to be an end 
in itself but primarily a process, thus we should expand critical inquiry through fresh 
perspectives and raise new issues about his creative distinctiveness (2). In the same 
spirit, this chapter is dedicated to the purpose of reaching a more thorough and accurate 
understanding of Marlowe’s characterization as well as its influence on later literary 
practices and theoretical explorations.   
 
4.1 Marlowe’s Influence on Shakespeare and beyond 
Among the many forces attributed to the fashioning of the villain-hero plays, the 
influence of Marlowe has long been considered indisputable, though he does not 
actually innovate in casting the villain in the role of tragic protagonist. Despite that 
portraits of villainy in Marlowe’s plays are much indebted to Senecan and 
Machiavellian concepts, his heroes in themselves represent the initial step in the 
revolution from mechanical robot to believable characters. Marlowe’s dramatization 
of violent action and destructive passion of the villain-heroes could have influenced 
his contemporaries as well as younger generations, consciously and unconsciously, 
especially after they saw that such employment brought him acclaim and a steadfast 
commercial success. They followed in his wake to shape villain tragedy in which 
villainous characters of extraordinary cunning and cruelty commit violent and 




nemeses. Being encouraged by Marlowe to break the limit of conventions, they 
presented more concrete images of evil in their plays, ranging from simple deceit to 
indiscriminate slaughter of innocent victims.  
As noted by Margeson, villain tragedies usually commence with some striking 
dramatic event which explains the motive of the villain-hero, or a direct statement by 
the villain to reveal his true nature (138). Evil by nature, the villain racks his wits to 
intrigue against the society and the rest of the world, makes use of every opening to 
achieve his ultimate objectives, and takes great pride in the schemes he dips his figures 
in, which directly reveals the proliferating power of evil. Yet they have every 
confidence in their alliance with the “real” law of the universe, which is a law of 
opportunity and survival of the most cunning. In the end there is always a superior 
order to overcome them—even the most powerful and most cunning villain-hero 
encounters destruction. One may easily see such rough outline in many villain-hero 
plays, such as Orlando Furioso, Selimus, Alaham, and The True Tragedy of Richard 
III, the last of which appears again more highly developed in Shakespeare’s tragedy. 
Taken as a whole, Boyer holds that these are inferior works, not until in Richard III 
(1592-4) do we come for the first time to a true villain-hero tragedy which grips us 
from beginning to end (79). 
Opposed to the present-day scholarly notion of Marlowe as Shakespeare’s 
competitive rival, Logan argues that Shakespeare instead thought highly of his fellow 
peer as the Shakespeare of his day, and seized upon the uninhibited resourcefulness 
with relative insouciance so as to give legitimacy and stature to his own inventiveness 
(231). If without Marlowe’s examples to bolster and inspire him, Shakespeare might 
not have drawn such a mature image of villain-hero in his case. More than one critic 
regards Richard as the first real villain, for his villainy is confined to the realms of 
human possibility. As Boyer notes, Richard “combines the lust of power found in 
Tamburlaine with a guile and intellectual astuteness far surpassing that of Barabas” 
(79). Richard, truly like Marlovian heroes, directs all his traits toward villainous ends. 
He stands as a perfect Machiavellian, who practices Machiavelli’s maxims to 
maneuver himself to power and stay there. As Lily B. Campbell points out, it was from 
such a historical character as Richard III, who was a mirror of usurpation and tyranny 




Richard of the play is far more than a Machiavellian prince, because he moves beyond 
the limits to use cruel methods indiscriminately rather than in a necessary circumstance. 
In the play it is his evil nature, not his statesmanship, which is portrayed and 
emphasized by Shakespeare.  
In his opening soliloquy Richard labels himself as a villain and reveals his 
underlying passion as a cold, calculating Machiavellian: 
 
I, that am curtailed of this fair proportion,  
Cheated of feature by dissembling Nature,  
Deformed, unfinished, sent before my time 
Into this breathing world scarce half made up, (Richard III, I.i.18-21) 
…… 
Have no delight to pass away the time,  
Unless to spy my shadow in the sun 
And descant on mine own deformity: 
And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover; 
To entertain these fair well-spoken days,  
I am determined to prove a villain 
And hate the idle pleasures of these days. 
Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous,  
By drunken prophecies, libels and dreams, 
To set my brother Clarence and the king 
In deadly hate the one against the other. (25-35) 
 
His turbulent and rebellious soul once found a ferocious joy in the dreadful spectacles 
of civil war, but now it is replaced by “fair well-spoken days” in which he has no 
opportunity to show his talents. Thus he relies entirely upon his intellectual resources, 
especially his gift of dissimulation, to gain his power and take revenge on the world, 
in which he can outdo his predecessor Barabas. As Boas asserts, it is rare that a nature 
so unbridled and vehement can hide behind the mask of hypocrite successfully, and 
“in this very fact Richard finds his safeguard, while the consciousness of his triumph 
fills him with the most intense scorn of the simple gulls who are his dupes” 
(Shakespere 151).  
Because he knows himself as well as his victims very well, he is master of the 
whole situation. With resort to Tamburlaine’s way of treating Cosroe, Richard 
discloses his true intentions and plots after winning his brother’s trust. To guarantee 
total success he hires two assassins to kill Clarence, who is the first obstacle in his path 




soul to heaven” (I.i.118-19). As Boas points out, “this light-hearted mirth in a fratricide 
appalls us”, but to Richard the moral aspect of the situation never concerns or troubles 
him, he is simply tickled by others’ gullibility and ignorance (Shakespere 151). So too 
with his next exploit.  
When he is informed that King Edward is seriously ill, Richard cannot wait to 
carry out his well-designed evil plans: 
 
He cannot live, I hope; and must not die 
Till George be packed with post-horse up to heaven.  
I’ll in, to urge his hatred more to Clarence 
With lies well steeled with weighty arguments; 
And, if I fail not in my deep intent, 
Clarence hath not another day to live: 
Which done, God take King Edward to his mercy, 
And leave the world for me to bustle in! 
For then I’ll marry Warwick’s youngest daughter. 
What though I killed her husband and her father? 
The readiest way to make the wench amends 
Is to become her husband and her father: 
The which will I; not all so much for love 
As for another secret close intent  
By marrying her which I must reach unto. (I.i.145-59) 
 
It can be seen that his sharp wit to find his enemies’ vulnerabilities and to grab 
opportunities makes it possible for him to transform adverse conditions into favorable 
ones. The whole process of his wooing to Anne during her husband’s funeral 
procession is a masterpiece, and a cardinal illustration of his methods (Boas, Shakepere 
151). Absolutely confident in his own powers to conquer the weak-willed woman, 
Richard is not at all anxious to gain the initiative, but bides his time to turn her hatred 
for him into acceptance and then devotion. At first, he shows great forbearance as he 
takes her terrible denunciations and artfully distorts them to his advantages, whose 
sneaky tactics goes much farther than that of Tamburlaine. When Anne condemns him 
as a villain much worse than beast for even the fiercest beast knows some touch of pity, 
he replies that he knows no pity and thus he is no beast. He uses Christian doctrines to 
justify himself by saying that he cannot hang himself because despair is a sin, and 
succeeds to impress on Anne that he deserves thanks rather than denunciations for 




(I.ii.108). With magnificent impudence, he uses his very crimes as a favorable tool for 
proposal and excuses himself by shoving all the blame on Anne’s beauty: 
 
Your beauty was the cause of that effect; 
Your beauty, that did haunt me in my sleep 
To undertake the death of all the world,  
So I might live one hour in your sweet bosom. (I.ii.121-24) 
 
As a villain of extreme astuteness, Richard is expert in manipulating others’ 
minds, never allowing things to develop out of his control. Though Anne still rages 
condemnations on him, he clearly knows that she is giving way inwardly, and 
confident in his irresistible charisma, he ventures to throw himself at her disposition. 
When the trenchant sword falls from the irresolute hand, Richard has won up a 
necessary step in his designs, as soon as Anne turns around, he bursts into a sudden 
rapturous mood of self-congratulation or self-exaltation:  
 
Was ever woman in this humour wooed? 
Was ever woman in this humour won? 
I’ll have her; but I will not keep her long.  
What! I, that killed her husband and his father, 
To take her in her heart’s extremest hate, 
With curses in her mouth, tears in her eyes,  
The bleeding witness of my hatred by; 
Having God, her conscience, and these bars against me, 
And I no friends to back my suit at all, 
But the plain devil and dissembling looks, 
And yet to win her! all the world to nothing! (I.ii.227-37)  
 
His innate dissimulation and hypocrisy have been shown incisively and vividly in this 
scene, where the last shred of self-defense for his villainy is torn away. As Boyer 
observes, although Barabas approaches Richard in guile, and although Tamburlaine is 
his equal in audacity, neither of them can be on a par with him in intellectuality and 
versatility, which have made his part so popular and more pronounced than that of any 
other tragic hero (81). This view finds an echo in Hedin, who maintains that this kind 
of Machiavellian guile, perceptiveness and versatility enables Richard to be successful 
in usurping the throne; he uses a perfect combination of deceit and cruelty to attain his 




As Richard forges ahead without hesitation in his evil courses, he hires murderers 
to doom Clarence to death in the Tower, which further precipitates the destruction of 
his other enemies. Then he carries the news of the calculated death of Clarence and 
deliberately pins the blame on the enfeebled king, who, already stricken with sickness, 
cannot bear such a fatal blow; while he takes cunning advantage of the surprise and 
shock registered on the faces of the Queen’s kin by pointing to their pallor as 
incriminating evidence. In this faculty of wasting not a single resource, of turning 
every opportunity to instant account, as Boas claims, we see again the sophistication 
of the consummate craftsman in evil (Shakespere 153).  
Like Barabas, Richard makes use of religion simply to advance his evil career: 
 
I do the wrong, and first begin to brawl. 
The secret mischiefs that I set abroach 
I lay unto the grievous charge of others. (I.iii.324-27) 
…… 
But then I sigh; and with a piece of Scripture, 
Tell them that God bids us do good for evil: 
And thus I clothe my naked villainy 
With odd old ends stol’n forth of Holy Writ; 
And seem a saint, when most I play the devil. (334-38) 
 
He pretends to be God’s humble servant and stands with a Right Reverend father on 
each side, with a book of prayer in his hand, when the citizens, following Buckingham, 
find him deep in the devotional exercises, which gives the public a strong impression 
of his piety. He first affectedly states his unfitness to take the supreme position even 
though it legitimately falls on his shoulder:  
  
Your love deserves my thanks, but my desert 
Unmeritable shuns your high request.  
First, if all obstacles were cut away 
And that my path were even to the crown, 
As the ripe revenue and due of birth, 
Yet so much is my poverty of spirit,  
So mighty and so many my defects,  
That I would rather hide me from my greatness,  
Being a bark to brook no mighty sea, 
Than in my greatness covet to be hid 
And in the vapour of my glory smothered.  
But, God be thanked, there is no need of me,  





As the audience have known, Richard sent Buckingham to concoct lies and spread 
rumors about Edward’s paternity so that his own right to the throne is guaranteed. Now 
in consideration of public petition, he feigns great reluctance to accept the crown as a 
most unbearable burden against his professed conscience: 
 
Will you enforce me to a world of cares? 
Call them again: I am not made of stone,  
But penetrable to your kind entreaties,  
Albeit against my conscience and my soul. (III.vii.223-26) 
…… 
Since you will buckle fortune on my back,  
To bear her burthen, whe’er I will or no,  
I must have patience to endure the lord. (228-30) 
 
So far his Machiavellian stratagem gains a complete victory—his villainy has 
prospered to the extreme. Nevertheless, Richard shows signs of decaying power in the 
heyday of his fortunes and crimes, for he was once driven by ambition to murder to 
assume power, while he is now driven by fear to indiscriminate murders to keep his 
power, as L. B. Campbell observes (Campbell, Shakespeare’s Histories 308). When he 
is beset by fear, he imagines enemies everywhere and destroys his accomplices like 
those who stand in the way of his advancement. As Richmond puts it, he is  
 
A bloody tyrant and a homicide; 
One raised in blood, and one in blood established; 
One that made means to come by what he hath, 
And slaughtered those that were the means to help him. (V.iii.246-49) 
 
Richard’s genius for manipulations for the first time fails him when he turns 
Buckingham into an enemy. And henceforward, his intellectual strength gives way to 
irrational actions prompted by fear, such as killing his wife, arranging with Tyrrel to 
kill the little princes, and marrying Elizabeth for the fear of losing his supremacy: 
 
…I say again, give out 
That Anne, my queen, is sick and like to die. 
About it! for it stands me much upon 
To stop all hopes whose growth may damage me. 




Or else my kingdom stands on brittle glass… 
Murder her brothers, and then marry her! 
Uncertain way of gain! But I am in  
So far in blood that sin will pluck on sin: 
Tear-falling pity dwells not in this eye. (IV.ii.54-63) 
…… 
Why, there thou hast it: two deep enemies,  
Foes to my rest and my sweet sleep’s disturbers,  
Are they that I would have thee deal upon. (69-71) 
 
There is a vicious circle at work, as each step in blood adds perturbations to his soul, 
but fear urges him on to more atrocities. Without a hint of conscience, Richard comes 
closer and closer to a mechanical villain with motiveless malignity.  
No longer confident in his weapon of hypocrisy, Richard suddenly breaks down 
and confesses to a subordinate that “I have not that alacrity of spirit/ Nor cheer of mind 
that I wont to have” (V.iii.73-74), and urgently needs a bowl of wine for stimulus. 
However, Boas reminds us that “the dogged force of his nature keeps him from entirely 
giving way” (Shakespere 155). But when his will is bound in sleep, a bunch of 
phantoms of his victims wander before his gaze and fill his ears with the dead 
reiteration of despair. Waking from his last night of dreams, Richard starts to meditate 
on the missing moral elements of his own character and does show a sign of vacillation: 
 
Cold fearful drops stand on my trembling flesh. 
What do I fear? myself? there’s none else by. 
Richard loves Richard; that is, I am I. 
Is there a murderer here? No—yes, I am: 
Then fly. What, from myself? Great reason why— 
Lest I revenge. Myself upon myself? 
Alack, I love myself. For any good 
That I myself have done unto myself? 
O, no! Alas, I rather hate myself 
For hateful deeds committed by myself! 
I am a villain: yet I lie, I am not.  
Fool, of thyself speak well: fool, do not flatter.  
My conscience hath a thousand several tongues,  
And every tongue brings in a several tale,  
And every tale condemns me for a villain.  
Perjury, perjury, in the high’st degree; 
Murder, stern murder, in the dir’st degree; 
All several sins, all used in each degree,  
Throng to the bar, crying all ‘Guilty! guilty!’. (V.iii.181-99) 
 




irrationality of a man whose fear of defeat and losing seems overpowering (29). 
Perjury and murder are sins which define him as a villain, setting himself completely 
against the moral order.  
The king restores calm and regains the force of will to fight in the war, still with 
defiance of conscience and fear: 
 
Let not our babbling dreams affright our souls: 
Conscience is but a word that cowards use,  
Devised at first to keep the strong in awe: 
Our strong arms be our conscience, swords our law. (V.iii.308-11) 
 
As a villain who scrupulously abide by Machiavellian principles, Richard does not 
allow the element of conscience to enter his character, for it signifies weakness. The 
disruptive hero, with a typical Machiavellian unconquerable spirit, is killed on the 
battle field; eventually moral order and peace are resumed in England.  
Alike to Marlovian heroes, Richard combines the natures of the lion and the fox 
in himself and rules his conduct with these credos. Boyer helps us to sum up his 
characteristics: arrogant, audacious, cunning, egotistical, subtle, treacherous, ruthless, 
atheistical, cynical and above all gifted with exceptional energy of will (81). 
Shakespeare, like Marlowe, is trying to impress the audience with the power and 
qualities of his villain-hero, as Tillyard asserts in Shakespeare’s History Plays, Richard 
within this play stands as a symbol of the diabolic (210). 
If compared with Richard III, Macbeth marks the marvelous advance of the 
dramatist’s art in subtlety and impressive evil power, Boas claims (Shakespere 422). 
The villainous career of Macbeth resembles that of Richard III, but it presents a far 
more complex issue. In simple terms by Boyer, the Scottish crown is the end, to which 
treason and murder are the means he availed himself (187). Like other villains we have 
hitherto studied, Macbeth, a slave to his criminal ambition, violates the universally 
received standards of morality for a selfish end, during which he has committed 
heinous and monstrous crimes to reduce himself from nobility to villainy. That he is 
well aware of what he is doing and its possible consequences is evidently shown in his 
soliloquies, which leaves no room for traditional critics to assert his innocence. 




fair and reasonable when it comes to his overwhelming reaction to the witches’ first 
hail with his future titles, which stands stark contrast to Banquo’s indifference. These 
witches, according to Boas, are the very embodiment of the malignant influences in 
nature which are always ready to establish unholy alliances with the criminal instincts 
of the human heart (Shakespere 413), or to put it simply, the embodiment of inward 
temptation. The weird sisters, with vitality of evil, wander about till they find a 
foothold in a soul, where germs of sin are always ready to enter the life. This mutual 
affinity has been already made clear between Macbeth and these diabolical forces from 
the beginning, for the witches’ formula “Fair is foul, and foul is fair” (I.i.11) finds an 
echo in Macbeth’s words “So foul and fair a day I have not seen” (I.iii.37). When 
Macbeth returns from the well-foughten battle, Duncan has intended to greet him with 
the title of the traitor who he has just defeated. Unfortunately, this mild, unsuspicious 
monarch is not as sharp-eyed as the witches to detect the hero’s fell design against his 
life and throne. Macbeth’s desire to gain the greatest by wrongful means is reconfirmed 
a moment later:  
 
[aside]This supernatural soliciting 
Cannot be ill; cannot be good. If ill,  
Why hath it give me earnest of success,  
Commencing in a truth? I am thane of Cawdor. 
If good, why do I yield to that suggestion 
Whose horrid image doth fix my hair,  
And make my seated heart knock at my ribs,  
Against the use of nature? Present fears 
Are less than horrible imaginings: 
My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical, 
Shakes so my single state of man that function  
Is smothered in surmise, and nothing is  
But what is not. (Macbeth, I.iii.130-42) 
…… 
If chance will have me king, why, chance may crown me,  
Without my stir. (144-45) 
 
Although his criminal impulses remain latent at the early stage, the thought of murder 
has actually entered his mind before any opportunity has presented itself, as A. C. 
Bradley has well brought out, when Macbeth heard the three hails he was not an 
innocent man, since no innocent man, like Banquo, who is also ambitious but perfectly 




of a crown, or have conceived thereupon immediately the thought of murder” 
(Shakespearean Tragedy 261). He closes his soliloquy by declaring that he will yield 
himself to chance, but he never does such things. His temporal procrastination is partly 
due to lack of opportunity for implementation of his plot, and partly due to the 
imaginative terrors which beset him at the prospect of the action. This is not what 
Boyer calls his conscience so that nothing could absolve him from responsibility 
legally or morally when later he goes into action.  
The king in triumphant mood takes this opportunity to declare Malcolm as his 
lawful heir, and Macbeth now knows for sure that chance will not honor him without 
his stir, thus deciding not to leave his fate to chance: 
 
(Macbeth. The Prince of Cumberland! that is a step 
On which I must fall down, or else o’er-leap, 
For in my way it lies. Stars, hide your fires! 
Let not light see my black and deep desires: 
The eye wink at the hand; yet let that be 
Which the eye fears, when it is done, to see. (I.iv.48-53) 
 
Yet the destined victim offers his ill-intentional subordinate another unexpected 
chance. Macbeth sways between his passions and his reason until Lady Macbeth urges 
him to make up the mind to devote himself to ambition and wickedness. He fully 
realizes the evils involved in the murder of such a virtuous king, and the possible 
retributive punishment once such a crime is set in motion. As Boyer maintains, Scene 
vii shows his awareness of “his own freedom to act or refrain so clearly that his 
responsibility is established beyond a doubt” (190): 
 
If it were done, when ’tis done, then ’twere well 
It were done quickly: if th’assassination 
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch, 
With his surcease, success; that but this blow 
Might be the be-all and the end-all……here,  
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time, 
We’ld jump the life to come. But in these cases 
We still have judgment here—that we but teach  
Bloody instructions, which being taught return  
To plague th’inventor: this even-handed justice 
Commends th’ingredience of our poisoned chalice  
To our own lips. He’s here in double trust: 




Strong both against the deed; then, as his host, 
Who should against his murderer shut the door, 
Not bear the knife myself. Besides, this Duncan  
Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been  
So clear in his great office, that his virtues  
Will plead like angles, trumpet-tongued, against  
The deep damnation of his taking-off: 
And pity, like a naked new-born babe, 
Striding the blast, or Heaven’s cherubin, horsed 
Upon the sightless couriers of the air,  
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,  
That tears shall drown the wind. I have no spur  
To prick the sides of my intent, but only  
Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself,  
And falls on th’other. (I.vii.1-28) 
 
Despite the fact that he made a list of strong reasons against the devilry, Macbeth 
resigns himself to unbridled will and commits the murder all the same. Admittedly, the 
influence of Lady Macbeth should not be neglected, however, her spur plays a limited 
role, which is insufficient to excuse her husband’s evildoings. When Macbeth awaits 
the signal for action, he no longer has the option to retreat, instead he acts with energy 
at the critical moment to dispose Duncan quickly, even his vivid imagination of the 
terrifying scene and its consequence cannot hold him back: 
 
…Thou sure and firm-set earth,  
Hear not my steps, which way they walk, for fear 
Thy very stones prate of my whereabout,  
And take the present horror from the time, 
Which now suits with it. Whiles I threat, he lives: 
Words to the heat of deeds too cold breath gives. 
                                                                 [‘a bell rings’ 
I go, and it is done: the bell invites me.  
Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell 
That summons thee to heaven, or to hell. (II.i.56-64) 
 
Boyer takes this as sufficient evidence to affix Macbeth’s responsibility for the 
slaughter of Duncan, as he realized more clearly than anyone else that he committed 
the most heinous guilt beyond redemption (191). However, Boyer disagrees with those 
critics like Boas who assert Macbeth is conscienceless. For Boas, it is not conscience 
that afflicts Macbeth, but the shuddering realization that he is an outcast from now on, 




that cries “sleep no more” in his ears, but the warrior’s shame at having violated 
Nature’s armistice, and the sense that never again he can claim its shelter as his due 
(Shakespere 417). Experiencing the inner emotional turmoil, Macbeth flees the scene 
of the crime, without making false charges against the grooms as prearranged. Yet as 
the dawn brightens, with the appearance of Macduff and Lennox, Macbeth recovers 
his poise. His well-feigned indignation at the crime and his sudden slaughter of the 
grooms do shock the audience, for he changes so quickly without any hesitation. Thus, 
Boas concludes that the wild poetry of barbarism is deep in his blood, and it steeps 
even his crimes in a crimson splendor (Shakespere 417). 
As Duncan’s cousin, Macbeth naturally ascends the vacant throne. Nevertheless, 
the joy of success, as it is enjoyed by Richard, never falls on Macbeth even for a brief 
moment. Indiscriminate hostility runs deep into his vessel, and his own fear urges him 
relentlessly into greater sins. The suspicious king is now troubled by Banquo, partly 
because of what he might know, partly because of the witches’ prophecy of another 
regime established by Banquo.  In his ruthless killing of his best friend, Macbeth 
behaves much like the tyrant described by Pierre de la Primaudaye in The French 
Academie:  
 
And the more they growe and increase in power and authorite, the rather are 
they induced and carried headlong by their affections to commit all kind of 
injustice, and flatter themselves in furious and frantike actions, that they may 
come to the end of their infinities platform, and to that proud and tyrannical 
glorie, which contraries to all dutie they seeke after. (qtd. in Hedin 59) 
 
His evil will, previously prompted by Lady Macbeth’s emotional appeals, now works 
of its own accord; and he now claims protection of her: “Be innocent of the knowledge, 
dearest chuck,/ Till thou applaud the deed” (III.ii.45-46). As Bradley states, he is no 
longer “infirm of purpose”: “he becomes domineering, even brutal, or he becomes a 
cool pitiless hypocrite” (Shakespearean Tragedy 271). Dolora G. Cunningham labels 
him as a beast-like creature of non-rational will, and puts it this way: 
 
The hardening of Macbeth’s nature is accompanied by a withdrawal from 
human kind; the divine light of reason in him darkens to the point where he is 
no longer in touch with others, and he is thrown back upon a horribly 




(III.iv.135): “For mine own good/ All causes shall give way”. (40) 
 
Despite that he gets more and more hardened to a hellish degree in his evil courses, 
Macbeth is still tortured by the feeling of insecurity, hence the yearning to guarantee 
his absolute safety becomes his cardinal passion and drives him to deeper guilt until 
possible obstacles in his way are removed completely. Bradley tells us that nothing but 
destruction can quiet his inward fever (Shakespearean Tragedy 276). Cunningham 
shares a similar view that already Macbeth is “sufficiently brutalized to desire 
universal destruction, if only he can feel safe and at peace” (40). Banquo’s death does 
certainly not bring him the desired peace, and now Macduff becomes his biggest 
concern, which should be dealt with quickly. As Tillyard states, he is Machiavellian in 
his distrust of other men until he is fully convinced of their loyalty, and he is always 
ready to act (317). That Macduff escaped him ignites more anger in Macbeth, which 
could only be pacified by more bloodshed: 
 
…From this moment 
The very firstlings of my heart shall be 
The firstlings of my hand. And even now 
To crown my thoughts with acts, be it thought and done: 
The castle of Macduff I will surprise,  
Seize upon Fife, give to th’edge o’th’sword 
His wife, his babes, and all unfortunate souls 
That trace him in his line. No boasting like a fool; 
This deed I’ll do before this purpose cool. 
But no more sights! (IV.i.146-55) 
 
His flames of fury falls on Macduff’s families, including the babes, who are all put to 
sword. The flood of evil in his nature is fully released. These bloody deeds make him 
an open tyrant, dreaded by everyone around him, and a terror to his country, just as 
described by La Primaudaye: “briefly, a craftie and wicked Monarch will establish a 
tyranny; a cruel man will make a slaughterhouse of the commonwealth; a whoore-
master will make it stewes; a covetous wretch will pull off both hair and skin from his 
subjects” (qtd. in Hedin 60).  
Macbeth’s evil will moves automatically and freely towards his selfish ends. 
Having done all kinds of evil, he gradually takes on the demoniac nature to an alarming 





…each new morn 
New widows howl, new orphans cry, new sorrows 
Strike heaven on the face, that it resounds  
As if it felt with Scotland and yelled out  
Like syllable of dolour. (IV.iii.3-7) 
…… 
                                            Not in the legions  
Of horrid hell can come a devil more damned 
In evils to top Macbeth. (56-57) 
 
As Cunningham points out, his life is dictated by horrors and the nature of evil is so 
deeply rooted in him that almost nothing can move him now (44). A frightening 
measure of his iniquity can be inferred from his insensitive response to the loss of Lady 
Macbeth, who had once been his “dearest partner of his greatness”. Malcolm speaks 
of him as the embodiment of seven deadly sins: “I grant him bloody, Luxurious, 
avaricious, false, deceitful,/ Sudden, malicious, smacking of every sin/ That has a 
name” (IV.iii.58-60). 
Throughout his career, Macbeth neither snatches a moment of precarious joy nor 
has real peace of mind since his assassination of Duncan. For the appalling atrocities 
that follow, the murder of Banquo, the slaughter of Macduff’s family, Macbeth has no 
excuse for shirking his responsibilities. In the end, this audacious and ruthless villain 
recognizes the futility of his existence and the vanity of all hopes: 
 
To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, 
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 
To the last syllable of recorded time; 
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 
The way to dusty death. (V.v.19-23) 
 
However, this is not the end. As Bradley sees, “the evil he has desperately embraced 
continues to madden or to wither his inmost heart” (Shakespearean Tragedy 279). He 
feels unnerved and shouts abuses when discovering that the witches have cheated him, 
but he soon falls beneath Macduff’s avenging sword. Thus the long-lost divine and 
political justice are restored with his death. 
Unlike Richard III and Macbeth who can be immediately recognized as the 




previous chapter, can be taken as much the hero of the tragedy of Othello as is Othello 
himself, for, as Boyer says, it is his scheme which drives forward this play, and it is 
his inexhaustible resources and indefatigable energy that keeps it going (117). Hence 
it can be seen as a play with two protagonists, the one conforming to Aristotle’s 
stipulation, the other corresponding to Marlowe’s innovation. Othello is the great man 
in Aristotelian sense whose downfall through some error or a flaw in his character 
evokes pity and fear. But Iago is never such a protagonist. According to Boyer, Iago is 
not an ordinary villain who blocks the hero’s purpose, but creates a purpose for Othello: 
it is the poison which he infuses into Othello’s mind that forces the hero into action, 
and this constitutes in itself part of his own purpose (117). In this sense the tragedy of 
Othello is also his tragedy, in which we can see a thoroughly bad, cold man who fully 
releases the evil forces within him, thus Bradley claims that “evil has nowhere else 
been portrayed with such mastery as in the character of Iago” (Shakespearean Tragedy 
155). To see how this tragedy generates fear in the audience, let us now examine Iago’s 
inner nature more closely.  
We find here, as Boas has said, that evil is his basic element, and the increase of 
evil is an end in itself (Shakespere 427). Virtue is to him a “fig”; love is “a lust of the 
blood and a permission of the will”; reputation is “an idle and most false imposition”, 
the loss of which is a triviality if compared with some bodily wound. He is the 
thorough embodiment of egotism; an absolute egotism without specific targets sets 
himself against the moral order of the world. The whole world to him is “an unweeded 
garden”, which is only occupied by “things rank and gross in nature”. It can be said 
without exaggeration that Iago stands supreme among Shakespearean villain-heroes, 
“more fell than anguish, hunger and the sea”, in whom human emotions are totally 
absent.  
What is more dreadful in Iago is that his evil nature is coupled with remarkable 
intelligence. He first sketches out his calculated plan of action, then fills in its details 
by making the utmost of the weaknesses in his victims, and every chance that fortune 
throws in his way. Money is the first necessity, and before his operation starts, Iago 
has taken hold of a greenhorn whom he can extort to an infinite extent. Roderigo’s 
obstinate infatuation with Desdemona delivers himself into the hands of Iago, who 




as long as his purse opens wide. When Roderigo is swayed by the news that his desired 
lady has been carried off by his agent’s superior, Iago craftily instigates him to rouse 
the injured father, and spread falsehoods and rumors in the streets. It is not the right 
time for Iago to directly display his hostility towards his Moorish commander, but a 
good chance to use Roderigo’s name for his own ends. In his dialogue with Roderigo, 
Iago says with a ring of envy and contempt that he hates Othello for having made 
Cassio instead of himself lieutenant, which wounds his sense of superiority and dignity. 
From the opening scene it can be seen that Iago is particularly sensitive to any offence 
to his pride or self-esteem, which also explains his hatred for both Othello and Cassio, 
as well as his suspicion of Emilia in later scenes. As Bradley points out, he has a high 
opinion of himself and a great contempt for others; thus he is quite confident of his 
superiority to them in certain aspects, and he either doubts or disdains the qualities in 
which others are superior to him (Shakespearean Tragedy 165). As an absolute egotist, 
Iago takes the utmost pride in his own intelligence:  
 
Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago; 
In following him, I follow but myself; 
Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,  
But seeming so, for my peculiar end: 
For when my outward action doth demonstrate 
The native act and figure of my heart 
In compliment extern, ’tis not long after 
But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve 
For draws to peck at—I am not what I am. (Othello, I.i.58-62) 
 
As witness of every stage in Iago’s scheme from its origin, we can see through 
his feigned indignation at defamation of his commander to recognize his skillful 
dissimulation. From his own closing soliloquy, we can get a deeper insight of the 
characteristics of such an egotist and dissembler, who is not only cold and passionless, 
but also vulgar and suspicious: 
 
…I hate the Moor; 
And it is thought abroad that ’twixt my sheets 
He’s done my office. I know not if’t be true;  
Yet I, for mere suspicion in that kind,  
Will do as if for surety. He holds me well; 
The better shall my purpose work on him.  




To get his place, and to plume up my will    
In double knavery. How? How? Let’s see: 
After some time to abuse Othello’s ear  
That he is too familiar with his wife; 
He hath a person and a smooth dispose  
To be suspected—framed to make women false. 
The Moor is of a free and open nature 
That thinks men honest that but seem to be so,  
And will as tenderly be led by th’nose 
As asses are. (I.iii.384-400) 
 
Here he expresses his hatred of the Moor for two reasons: first Othello has chosen 
Cassio as the lieutenant, and second he suspects that, as he has heard it, Othello has an 
affair with his wife. Definitely he has no care for his wife; but the fear of another man 
prevailing over him, and making him a subject of derision as a cuckold is a fatal blow 
to his pride; and this fear is always with him since he doubts chastity of all women. 
Next Iago finds in Cassio three causes of offence: first Cassio has been preferred to 
him; then he suspects Cassio also of an intrigue with Emilia; and lastly as he admits, 
Cassio has a daily beauty which makes him ugly. He covets Cassio’s post and resents 
not receiving it because it reflects shame on his ability. Determined to distinguish 
himself in the world, Iago regards everyone else with hostility as his rival. He, as a 
man a hundred times more capable than Othello and Cassio, does not rise to a position 
of great importance. His thwarted sense of power and superiority needs to be satisfied, 
especially when it met with an affront. As Bradley points out, given his such values, 
Othello’s eminence, Othello’s goodness, and his own dependence on Othello, must 
have been a perpetual annoyance to him (Shakespearean Tragedy 170). The loss of the 
post just increased his resentful feelings, and manipulating Othello through an intricate 
and hazardous intrigue to satisfy himself now becomes the highest priority.  
The dismissal of Cassio is the first and essential step in his whole scheme. When 
Othello comes to learn the origin of the fight between Cassio and Roderigo, Iago gives 
his version of the matter with well-feigned reluctance, and gets the expected rejoinder 
from Othello, “Cassio, I love thee/ But never more be officer of mine” (II.iii.244-45), 
which starts another phase in his scheme, for at his instigation the deposed lieutenant 
decides to appeal to Othello’s mercy through Desdemona. The new bride’s innocence 
and simplicity will land herself in a dubious position, which fits in exactly with Iago’s 




ruin to her and her husband. As commented by Boas, it is the absolute triumph of Iago’s 
malevolence that gives him a glimpse of a suicidal property in virtue itself, and that he 
can thus claim for his scheme a curiously plausible aspect of good faith (Shakespere 
433): 
 
And what’s he then that says I play the villain,  
When this advice I give is free and honest,  
Probal to thinking, and indeed the course 
To win the Moor again? For ’tis most easy  
Th’inclining Desdemona to subdue  
In any honest suit. She’s framed as fruitful  
As the free elements. And then for her  
To win the Moor, were’t to renounce his baptism, 
All seals and symbols of redeeméd sin, 
His soul is so enfettered to her love 
That she may make, unmake, do what she list, 
Even as her appetite shall play the god 
With his weak function. How am I then a villain 
To counsel Cassio to this parallel course, 
Directly to his good? Divinity of hell! 
When devils will the blackest sins put on,  
They do suggest at first with heavenly shows,  
As I do now; for while this honest fool 
Plies Desdemona to repair his fortunes,  
And she for him pleads strongly to the Moor, 
I’ll pour this pestilence into his ear, 
That she repeals him for her body’s lust;  
And by how much she strives to do him good,  
She shall undo her credit with the Moor.  
So will I turn her virtue into pitch,  
And out of her own goodness make the net 
That shall enmesh them all. (II.iii.329-55) 
 
As we can see here, Iago refuses to rank himself as a villain, but counts his villainy as 
a genuinely valuable accomplishment of a well-organized mind. As far as Boyer is 
concerned, Iago would never call his villainy by its proper name, for “he does not 
distinguish between right and wrong upon a moral basis” (123). As a typical 
Machiavellian villain, he firmly believes that a man of strong will coupled with 
extraordinary intelligence, immune to moral repugnance, can get the better of the 
merely good. Boyer gets to the point in his remarks that in fact, Iago views goodness, 
such as altruism and self-sacrifice, as a sign of stupidity; and “stupidity to him is the 




He is easily provoked to furious anger and great vengeance by those who, in his own 
terms, are stupidly good but greatly prosper in the world; while he, hundreds of times 
superior, still remains in the shade. The mere fact that Othello is “stupid” yet becomes 
his commander and a hero before the public is enough to aggravate Iago; especially 
when Cassio, another stupidly-good man is preferred by Othello to him, he goes 
beyond the utmost of his endurance. Therefore, he is determined to “plume up his will” 
to succeed by dirty tricks.   
Iago’s sense of superiority drives him to embark on the evil course, and once it is 
started, he could not liberate himself from his own web. In fact he hardly shows a 
slight trace of hesitation, qualm, or remorse; there is no sign of turning back. On the 
contrary, he feels the urgent need to exhibit his great talent and to prove that he is much 
superior in all respects to all the fools who are wrongly placed over him. His agile 
mind swiftly conceives a deliberate plan that will enable him to take revenge on 
Othello, and meanwhile get the post he has been coveting, hence fulfilling his 
ambitions, flattering his self-esteem and attaining self-gratification. After the first 
successful step, with his diabolic ingenuity Iago finds a solution to accomplish all his 
purposes at once. Much to his delight, chance plays into his hands over and over again 
to enable him to implement all his plots successfully until Othello, having enough of 
torments, exclaims that “Now art thou my lieutenant” (III.iii.480).  
Things have gone more smoothly than Iago expected. That Othello demands 
proof of Desdemona’s guilt and death of Cassio stimulates Iago to further action. He 
is perfectly willing to see Cassio’s execution, for Cassio would foil his plans and upset 
his hope at any moment. Besides, he suspects that Cassio has violated his bed. Iago 
ventures to create a story of the handkerchief out of nothing and induce Cassio in a 
conversation which arouses misunderstanding and skepticism in Othello, whose wide 
fury goes far beyond Iago’s anticipation, and leads to the murder of Desdemona. Yet 
Iago adapts himself quickly to such an unforeseen circumstance, and advises the means 
of death. Then it is imperative to dispatch Cassio and Roderigo, the latter has begun to 
grow restive. Roderigo is quickly and successfully disposed so that his dangerous 
knowledge and threats can do no harm to him, but unfortunately Cassio is only hurt 
and lives to testify against him. In this scene, as observed by Bradley, we catch a sight 




his veins (Shakespearean Tragedy 172). But the truth will prevail, and Iago’s 
elaborately-designed intrigue is suddenly disturbed by the confession of his own wife. 
It never occurred to him that Emilia’s selfless devotion to Desdemona could surmount 
her fear of him.  
Definitely Iago is not simply a man of evil deeds. His sense of superiority, his 
disdain for others, his overreaction to everything which touches his pride and dignity, 
his enmity to goodness in men make him more an artist in villainy. Bradley holds that 
Iago is much worse than Richard and Macbeth, for not even in his sleep does any 
rebellion of outraged conscience or pity, or any foreboding of despair, force itself into 
clear consciousness (Shakespearean Tragedy 173). To sum up his characteristics, we 
find Iago egoistic, cunning, calculating, ruthless, faithless, remorseless, cynical and 
murderous. He is easily irritated by base hatred and is always ready to retaliate with 
the aim to humiliate those who are good so as to justify his own villainy; what’s worse, 
he takes pleasure in the torment and suffering of his victims. As Bradley indicates, his 
combination of unusual intellect with extreme wickedness is more than startling, it is 
frightful (Shakespearean Tragedy 177). 
When so much has been said about Shakespeare’s villain-heroes, it is likely to 
give Marlowe the credit for establishing a successful model of this particular character-
type before him. When in his characterization of Richard III and Macbeth Shakespeare 
inevitably employed the Marlovian percepts. Shakespeare, as Logan maintains, must 
have felt impelled throughout his character creation to meditate on the Marlovian 
legacy and to reincorporate it (231). Through his bold innovation and inclination for 
subverting dramatic conventions, Marlowe has encouraged Shakespeare to unleash his 
own creativity in tragic hero with greater confidence and enthusiasm. As a 
consequence, we are able to trace Marlowe’s influence in promoting the development 
of villain-heroes in Shakespeare’s tragedies and beyond.  
Although some English plays before Marlowe employed wicked heroes, it seems 
that they generated little influence, for their authors, to a large extent, were inspired 
by moral rather than dramatic motives. If Marlowe was illuminated by any dramatist, 
the widely acknowledged one must have been Seneca, whose Medea and Thyestes are 
typical villain tragedies. But as analyzed above, Seneca was just trying to impress the 




the qualities of the hero himself as well as their tremendous evil power. Thus, Boyer’s 
opinion that only the fact that Seneca’s heroes are villains not the character of his 
villains influenced Marlowe is appreciated here.  
Since the violence-loving Elizabethan audience were soon attracted by 
Marlowe’s guileful and ruthless villain-heroes, later dramatists at once seized this 
opportunity to emulate his commercial success; hence the villain-hero ran a long 
course on the stage. This novel character type later appears on the stage in the form of 
Sacripant, Selimus, Alaham, the Guise, Titus, Aaron, Eleazar, Piero, Hoffmann, as well 
as the most famous Richard III, Macbeth and Iago, all of which can seek their origins 
more or less in Marlowe’s villain-heroes. The potentially unconventional Marlovian 
hero who breaks the Aristotelian dogma provides fresh instances of unexpected 
attitudes and actions on the tragic stage.  
We have noticed that, apart from their imitation of Marlowe’s new character-type, 
the later dramatists were also sensitive to the manipulation of his audience’s reaction, 
or the tragic effect produced by his villain plays. Evidently inspired by Marlowe’s 
directness and powerfulness in manipulating his audience’s aesthetic mentality, by his 
determination to break conventional standards of dramatic effects, and by his 
commercial success, his peers also trained their audiences to think and feel in a new 
tragic world different from the one they were accustomed to. Truly, it is difficult to 
strike a chord among the audience by a villain tragedy, let alone arouse pity and fear 
in Aristotle’s sense. However, Aristotelian doctrine has been found not necessarily 
adequate and all-embracing, for villain-heroes do awaken other emotions proper to 
tragedy. Although theorizing has not been the playwright’s concern, his tragedy has 
provided a good proof of the emotional effects exerted by the villain-hero tragedy.  
 
4.2 Limitations of Aristotle’s Tragic Theory  
As mentioned at the beginning, Poetics is universally recognized as the first 
theoretical work dealing with the topic of tragedy comprehensively in the history of 
Western aesthetics, in which Aristotle imposed restrictions on the choice of the tragic 
protagonist and elaborated on the expected tragic effects. No idea may have gripped 
the conversation of tragic heroism more than Aristotle’s. The great critic regards pity 




occasioned by undeserved misfortune, and fear by that of one like ourselves”. These 
two terms are further illustrated in Rhetoric, Book II: “fear may be defined as a pain 
or disturbance due to imagining some destructive or painful evil in the future…pity 
may be defined as a feeling of pain at an apparent evil, destructive or painful, which 
befalls one who does not deserve it”, then tragedy “accomplish[es] its catharsis of 
such emotions”. 
It is not difficult to understand that the audience, who identify themselves 
consciously or unconsciously with the tragic characters in a theatre, fear for the 
impending disaster, and pity the hero for his unmerited punishment. However, 
Aristotle did not explain how these emotions can be relieved. How best to interpret the 
word catharsis remains a point of scholarly controversy, but one might put the claim 
somewhat uncontroversially that suffering and death presented in the tragic works will 
cause emotional changes of the audience. In response to Plato’s criticism, Aristotle 
claims such experience would not deprive the audience of the ability to master their 
emotions in real life; rather it can release painful emotions smouldering inside and 
produce the pleasure of relaxation: 
 
For feelings, such as pity and fear, or, again, enthusiasm, exist very strongly 
in some souls, and have more or less influence over all. Some persons fall into 
a religious frenzy, and we see them restored as a result of the sacred 
melodies—when they have used the melodies that excite the soul to music 
frenzy—as though they had found healing and purgation. Those who are 
influenced by pity or fear, and every emotional nature, must have a like 
experience, and others in so far as each is susceptible to such emotions, and 
all are in a manner purged and their souls lightened and delighted. (Politics, 
Book VIII) 
 
This is the theoretical basis of catharsis. However, Aristotle fails to offer a more 
detailed illustration of tragic effects, and even if there were, it is contrary to our 
experience of theatre. In most cases, the audience do not harbor excessive emotions 
that need to be released; instead, they are inclined to seek emotional satisfaction in 
various kinds of artistic works.  
Since the theory of catharsis is untenable, how does the ultimate sense of relief 
and relaxation arise? In this regard, Aristotle ignores the tragedians’ reflections on the 




inescapable, loss is irreversible, suffering is inevitable, which need not be embittering 
but can be a source of knowledge; Sophocles’ plays are not only about fate but also 
about how humans face adversity with dignity; in Euripides’, the gods are destructive, 
wreaking their capricious wills on the defenseless. Tragedy is a genre of art in which 
people deliberately and explicitly ruminate upon some of the harshest problems in life, 
such as death, evil and suffering, and choose among different ways of considering 
these problems. If we ignore these profound insights, but only discuss how tragic 
works restore psychological balance in the audience, then we will get an unserious 
theory about this serious art. If there is any emotional purification, it is at best one of 
the sources of tragic pleasure. The greater pleasure comes from our recognition of the 
symbolic significance of the tragic works, and the writers’ creative intentions. 
According to Ding Ersu, when watching or reading tragedy, we feel appropriate 
emotions in response to the ups and downs of the tragic characters; these emotions are 
integrated into our overall understanding of the tragic contents and significance, from 
which derives the tragic pleasure (“Hamartia”).   
Departing from his doctrine of tragic effects, Aristotle continues to stipulate that 
“there remains, then, the intermediate kind of personage, a man not preeminently 
virtuous and just, whose misfortune, however, is brought upon him not by vice and 
depravity but by some fault, of the number of those in the enjoyment of great reputation 
and prosperity; e.g. Oedipus, Thyestes, and the men of note of similar families”. It is 
hard to tell if this generalization is universally applicable to all Greek tragedies before 
him; certainly it is too narrow to cover the whole range of later tragic creations. As is 
seen from the foregoing analysis, Aristotle proves to be an imperfect judge when it 
comes to Marlowe’s villain-heroes, because he believes that a villain merits his 
misfortune, thus failing to arouse tragic emotions. 
According to Aristotle, the most fitting tragic protagonist is a good man in general, 
who falls into adversity because of some hamartia. Thus, those tragedies are defective 
which deal with, i) the rise of a good man into prosperity; ii) the fall of a bad man into 
adversity; iii) the rise of a bad man into prosperity; iv) the fall of a perfectly good man 
into adversity. In order to show the limitations of Aristotle’s tragic theory 
comprehensively, we begin with a brief defense for the first and last one. The first class 




that they produce neither pity nor fear; hence the pleasure gained here is not that of 
tragedy but of comedy. Nevertheless Aristotle also admits that such plays often enjoy 
greater popularity among the ordinary audience than those which he appreciates. 
However, as Noyes lists in his article, some of the most famous Greek tragedies, such 
as Prometheus Unbound of Aeschylus, Oedipus at Colonus of Sophocles, and 
Iphigenia in Tauris of Euripides, which even Aristotle himself heartily admired, belong 
to this so-called inferior class (20). Also, examples abound in modern literature—
Shakespeare’s Cymbeline and Measure for Measure in English, Corneille’s Cid and 
Cinna in French, Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell and Goethe’s Tasso in German—all these are 
generally considered as great tragedies. In any case, Greek tragedies of this type alone 
are sufficient to show the deficiency of Aristotle’s definition. He attempts to apply 
universally his philosophy of the tragic art, which he extracts from particular works 
appealing to him most. Aristotle fails to notice that some works which he himself 
praises would be excluded from the category of tragedy if technically judged by his 
own definition, which indicates that his theory is not self-consistent.  
As for the fourth scenario, there is no need to search wide to find a counter 
example, where a completely virtuous protagonist falls into misery. Antigone of 
Sophocles analyzed in the first chapter forces itself upon our attention. It is hardly 
possible to find fault with Antigone, who chooses obedience to the divine law over the 
human one when caught in a dilemma; rather she comes to grief precisely because of 
the very perfection of her nature. Its Greek audience may have attributed her doom to 
the divine curse on her family; while modern readers are inclined to see a baffling case 
of injustice which dominates the dramatic world. Several modern plays, such as 
Corneille’s Polyeucte, Racine’s Brittanicus, and Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, present 
a similar structural framework. Why Aristotle rules out this kind of tragic hero? He 
sees that no fear is inspired by the misfortune of a faultless protagonist, because the 
audience, a collection of average men rather than saints, will not fear the suffering of 
a saint due to the huge gap between them. Indeed to some extent, Aristotle is right to 
say that such a representation is morally offensive and shocking. However, as D. D. 
Raphael argues, “we shall debar such a subject from tragedy only if we are convinced 
that God does not allow such things to happen” (20). Without sound evidence to prove 




of a blameless protagonist is in fact the most tragic.  
Then we take a look at Aristotle’s ideal tragic protagonist, a generally good man 
who comes to grief not through vice but through some defect of character. Oedipus 
seems to best exemplify Aristotle’s philosophy of tragic hero. He is conceited and 
reckless, and his failings lead to his misery. But do these defects directly and 
necessarily lead to his suffering? Because of the ancestral guilt he was doomed to kill 
his father and marry his mother before his birth. Even if Oedipus is held responsible 
for his defects and failings, as Plato questions in Republic, “the responsibility rests on 
his choice; Heaven is not to blame?” In this sense, Aristotle is not completely justified 
to say that the hero’s fall is an immediate consequence of hamartia. Raphael further 
expounds the paradox: if the hero did deserve his suffering, he could not, in Aristotle’s 
view, be the subject of pity, for pity is aroused by unmerited punishment; if pity is 
justified, the hero’s hamartia cannot explain his fall and thereby shocking the moral 
sense (22). Therefore, Raphael concludes that “Aristotle cannot have it both ways: if 
hamartia is responsible, pity is absent; and if pity is appropriate, hamartia cannot take 
the blame” (23). Then, what of fear? Aristotle says that when misfortune befalls a good 
man simply because of some hamartia, the audience, being equally fallible and 
vulnerable, fear that similar events may befall them. First, it should be pointed out that 
there are many other sources of suffering, including the ruthless gods or evil society; 
the sufferer in these cases is likely to be a passive victim. Also, it should be noted that 
only under extraordinary circumstances would such hamartia lead to dire 
consequences. As is often remarked, it is hardly possible for any of Sophocles’ 
audience to imagine himself to be in the danger of slaying his father and marrying his 
mother through a remote possibility that brought such a fate to Oedipus. Aristotle gets 
himself into a state of inconsistency on the sole type that he allows to be qualified for 
tragic protagonist.   
Fortunately not all tragedians are Aristotelians. They saw various possibilities and 
employed different types of heroes in their creations. No such tragedy as Marlowe’s 
was known to Aristotle, in which a villain is employed to dominate the stage. What 
might Aristotle have thought of Marlowe’s tragedies? Had he composed the Poetics 
two thousand years later, he would have provided an altogether different account, 




Euripides’ The Trojan Women, which is traditionally read as a tale of Trojan women’s 
fates after their city has been ravaged. Yet from another perspective, it is also a 
penetrating description of the barbaric brutalities of the Greek army towards the 
women they subjugated in war. It is no exaggeration to label the Greek men as villains, 
who commit extreme violence deliberately and willfully. Their rise to prosperity is 
built on the painful suffering of the Queen of Troy as well as other ordinary women, 
in which their atrocities are appalling enough to evoke fear and the women’s sufferings 
move us to pity. If Aristotle’s theory fails to explain the nature of Greek drama before 
him, it is much more inadequate to apply it to interpret modern tragedy.  
Marlowe, different from his Greek predecessors, deliberately directs our attention 
to wicked characters. As we witness the ultimate fall of a villain, our sense of justice 
gets satisfied, but Aristotle says that we are unlikely to pity a bad man, and his ruin 
cannot inspire our fear, since we are reluctant to identify ourselves with him. It is true 
that, to some extent, a villain-hero suffers on his own account and deserves all the 
punishment he receives. It is hardly possible for us to acknowledge the similarities 
between a villain and ourselves; we could not imagine ourselves to commit the 
villainous crimes as he did. One thing for sure is that such a figure is more or less 
detested by the ordinary audience; but his unusual villainy coupled with his unusual 
gifts makes him fascinating. Aristotle insists that such a hero arouses neither pity nor 
fear. However, Boyer maintains that “the conclusion reached by theory is contrary to 
our experience of fact”, and applies the method of elimination to prove the real 
emotions aroused by a villain-hero to be tragic, for “it is too profound for comedy; it 
is not merely a sense of satisfaction; and it is not disgust” (88). Here a further analysis 
will enable us to have a better appreciation and comprehension of tragic emotions 
aroused by such a tragic hero, to see if pity and fear are absent in villain tragedy, and 
to see if other emotions proper to tragedy not listed by Aristotle are possible.    
Indeed, we do not fear that we would become another Tamburlaine or Faustus or 
Barabas, behave in their ways, or endure similar sufferings. According to Boyer, what 
we do fear is the villain himself; or to put it in another way, we fear the great power of 
evil embodied in them (89). Under this circumstance fear is not occasioned by 
witnessing directly the misfortune of one like ourselves, but by the terrible spectacle 




and terror-inspiring. If judged by ordinary standards, a villain-hero is completely 
lacking in moral consciousness that behaves average men, but gifted with 
extraordinary strength, strong will and superior intelligence to accomplish all that the 
most powerful man can accomplish when free from all moral scruples. When such a 
man, who sets himself against social morality, law and order, acts on his own will and 
appears to proceed from success to success, our fear is aroused and deepened: for one 
thing, the villain-hero usually misuses his frightening strength to the utmost, which 
makes us tremble at his fierce vigor; for the other, in many cases he is needlessly cruel. 
These inexcusable crimes mark the hero as a sheer villain. Is it possible that such a 
terrible man with unlimited power and sinister motive will stride his way towards the 
pinnacle and triumph over moral law and divine order? As Boyer tells, he is eventually 
overcome by divine justice and moral order (90). Our fear is somehow mitigated by 
his final death. Yet we should note that our fear is also for the omnipotence of the 
divine justice, though it relieves our fear of the villain-hero by defeating him.  
Although goodness is not necessarily required, to be qualified for the leading role, 
a tragic character should at least exhibit a kind of spiritual grandness, in Corneille’s 
phrase, grandeur d’âme. Grandness of spirit is always appealing; and when it directs 
to villainous ends it may beget fear. However, we find not just fear present in the 
emotion aroused by villain tragedy. A villain-hero fights against the divine justice with 
great efforts, in which we are spellbound by his shrewdness with which he turns the 
weakness of others to his own advancement and dominates the stage absolutely. We 
are reminded of the closing remarks of Faustus, “Cut is the branch that might have 
grown full straight,/ And burned is Apollo’s laurel bough,/ That sometime grew within 
this learned man”. We may not feel pity for a villain-hero, but we pity the loss of much 
good in the struggle against evil forces: such grand talents and tremendous energy 
without proper use would finally bring great suffering to others and himself in the 
tragic world.  
Elements of grandness in the villain-hero, to some extent, draws our attention; 
while his willfulness alienates himself from us. A man like Oedipus deserves our 
sympathy entirely, largely because his crime was committed in ignorance, he is not a 
villain essentially; while a man like Tamburlaine, or Faustus, or Barabas, whose 




wide sympathy: the more willful the villain is the less sympathetic we feel to him. To 
make matters worse, Marlowe’s hero never hesitates, never shows repentance in his 
evil doings, but acts as a villain from first to last. Or from another perspective, we tend 
to feel more pity for those victims in a villain tragedy. Macbeth merits his decapitation 
at the end, and deserves neither sympathy nor pity, but we still have heartfelt 
compassion for the death of Duncan and his guard, Banquo, as well as Macduff’s 
innocent families. The limitations of Aristotle and his followers, according to Williams, 
is that they think of tragedy as what happens to the hero, but the ordinary tragic action 
is what happens through the hero; and if we confine our attention to the hero, we are 
unconsciously confined to one kind of experience which in our own culture we tend 
to take as the whole (55). If we follow Williams’ account to take a broader view, the 
tale of Tamburlaine technically falls into the third inferior category condemned as 
inferior by Aristotle, because in the eyes of other men, the shepherd achieves complete 
success in his life, despite that in his own eye, it is a partial failure. 
Obviously, Aristotle’s definition is not comprehensive enough to explain the 
villain tragedy. The great critic only pays attention to pity felt for the individual self 
and fear simply aroused by the individual’s misfortune; while he ignores the anger and 
terror inspired by the violence of the evil individual, the sense of awe aroused by the 
magnitude of the violent forces, each of which emerges at different stages. For this 
reason, Aristotle leaves villain-hero completely out of his consideration. In fact, as 
Boyer claims, a villain, even without the slightest trace of goodness in the moral sense, 
may possess aesthetically good qualities, when these characteristics are highly 
developed and combined with an evil nature in collision with the moral law, other 
tragic emotions are produced (94), since the pity-and-fear formula is insufficient to 
explain the depth of complicated emotions aroused by various kinds of tragedies. In 
fact, the emotions that tragedy can evoke among its spectators are not mutually 
exclusive. For instance, in Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound, Prometheus who acts in 
defiance of Zeus has saved humanity with his gift of fire; thus Zeus orders the Titan to 
be chained in a remote crag and sends an eagle daily to eat his perpetually regenerating 
liver. Such a spectacle may arouse in the audience both revulsion at the perpetrator, 
and concern for the hero. On this issue, Plato develops a more comprehensive view, 




including sadness and indignation at the injustice. As Ding Ersu concludes, the 
emotions that tragedy can produce in its audience are more than “pity” and “fear” and 
their co-existence and mutual transformation point to the diversity of tragic drama 
(“Hamartia”). 
 
4.3 Theory of Tragic Conflict and Theory of Sublimity 
Perhaps Aristotle himself never thought that his scrappy remarks would be taken 
so seriously by later tragedians and critics for such a long period. Or more exactly, the 
above criticism is directed not only against Aristotle, but also against the long line of 
his followers, who apply his tragic theory mechanically and universally. There is no 
need to go through theories of tragedy proposed by later philosophers one by one in 
this chapter, but it is high time to discuss George Whihelm Friedrich Hegel, whose 
account of tragedy, probably with a bit of a stretch, provides a useful complement to 
Aristotle’s.  
Hegel is one of the few figures in the history of aesthetics to approach tragedy 
from a quite different perspective. Although he wrote no monograph on tragic issues, 
his insightful views of tragedy are scattered throughout his aesthetic works. According 
to Mark W. Roche, in the Phenomenology Hegel uses the example of Sophocles’ 
Antigone to discuss characterization, ethical action and guilt; in his introduction to the 
Lectures on the History of Philosophy Hegel expounds how great individuals 
consciously or unconsciously shape the course of history and bring destruction on 
themselves; in his Lectures on the Philosophy of History Hegel analyzes the portraits 
of Socrates as a tragic character from his tragic dialectic; also in his Lectures on the 
Philosophy of Religion Hegel touches on tragedy, especially the Greek ones, and 
reconciliation of tragic conflicts. Tragedy is most comprehensively discussed in his 
Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, which was compiled and edited by his student 
Heinrich Gustav Hotho on the basis of his lecture notes and student transcriptions.  
In his discussion of tragedy, Hegel speaks very little of suffering but lays 
particular stress on tragic conflict. Mere suffering, he would say, is not tragic, but 
suffering caused by a special kind of conflict. Hegel believes that the spectacle of 
conflict along with its ensuing suffering not only appeals to our emotions or instinct 




to his distinctive philosophy of history. In his opinion, world history represents the 
development of the spirit’s consciousness of its own freedom and of the consequent 
realization of its freedom, which is a dialectical process of self-evolution to perfection 
and should be completed in a particular time and space. Before the final purpose is 
achieved, the various forms of spirit are one-sided so that misunderstandings and 
conflicts are commonly seen between them. So the world spirit has developed 
dialectically throughout history in a series of struggles with itself. As Lawrence Evans 
(2018) explains, in a Hegelian dialectical process there is a collision between one 
concept and its external opposition which then develops into inner contradiction where 
the concept struggles with itself, and through this struggle the concept is overcome 
and simultaneously preserved in a unification with its contradiction at a higher level, 
and such a process goes on and on. Thus, world history progresses from simplicity to 
complexity, from inferiority to superiority. The same dialectical logic also runs through 
Hegel’s argument on tragedy, which can be seen from his Aesthetics: 
 
Everything that forces its way into the objective and real world is subject to 
the principle of particularization; consequently the ethical powers, just like 
the agents, are differentiated in their domain and their individual appearance. 
Now if, as dramatic poetry requires, these thus differentiated powers are 
summoned into appearance as active and are actualized as a specific aim of a 
human ‘pathos’ which passes over into action, then their harmony is cancelled 
and they come on the scene in opposition to one another in reciprocal 
independence. In that event a single action will under certain circumstances 
realize an aim or a character which is one-sidedly isolated in its complete 
determinacy, and therefore, in the circumstances presupposed, will 
necessarily arouse against it the opposed ‘pathos’ and so lead to inevitable 
conflicts. (translated by T. M. Knox 1195-96) 
 
For Hegel, the tragic conflict is essentially a conflict of spirits, a conflict of ethical 
powers which rule the world of man’s will and action. As tragedy always operates in 
a concrete sensuous world, these powers must appear in the form of basic human 
emotions such as family affection, patriotism, religious devotion, duty, honor, dignity, 
filial piety, friendship, personal love and the like, which form the nature of man, and 
rightfully claim human loyalty. Tragic characters are the personifications of these 
spiritual forces. Each character sticks solely to one of these forces and carries it to the 




class, gender and other factors, tragic characters have their own individual wills and 
goals. These ethical powers are isolated and exclusive, claiming incompatible rights. 
The family values what the state denies, love appreciates what honor despises. When 
such two competing forces confront each other and each clings obstinately to its own 
demand, as a result, tragic conflicts arise and tragedy strikes. Thus, Hegel sees tragedy 
as a conflict between two goods:   
 
The original essence of tragedy consists then in the fact that within such a 
conflict each of the opposed sides, if taken by itself, has justification; while 
each can establish the true and positive content of its own aim and character 
only by denying and infringing the equally justified power of the other. The 
consequence is that in its moral life, and because of it, each is nevertheless 
involved in guilt. (1195) 
 
Each conflicting party is rightful in itself, and so far each claim is equally justified; 
but each is pushed into a wrong, because it negates and denies the equally justifiable 
right of the other, thus there is no plausible expectation of harmonious cooperation or 
reconciliation. And one important reason for the irreconcilable contradiction lies in the 
nature of the tragic hero, who harbors no idea of shrinking or half-heartedness, but 
dedicates himself wholly into his assertion. However varied and multiple his 
characters and identities may be, in the conflict the hero only concentrates on one point. 
Unfortunately, such a tragic conflict usually ends in the negation of both exclusive 
claims. It is not the work of chance or the fickle finger of fate, but of eternal justice, 
which sometimes ends the conflict peacefully; yet in most cases the conflict is pressed 
to extremes, and leads to the death of one or more of the participating individuals.  
Such is a sketch of Hegel’s main view. His theory of conflict compensates for the 
failure of Aristotle’s theory of hamartia to interpret those Greek tragedies which focus 
on conflict between different ethical substances. In spite that Aristotle put more 
emphasis on plot than character in the Poetics, his provisions on tragic hero misled 
later critics to commit themselves to finding fault with the hero. It can be illustrated 
more clearly by Sophocles’ Antigone, which is the “perfect exemplar of tragedy” for 
Hegel. Most conventional critics followed Aristotle’s step in trying to find character 
flaws in the two opposing sides, but with little success. Some failed to get the essence 




protagonist’s courage and persistence were interpreted as arrogance and obstinacy, 
which led to the tragic consequence. Such interpretation seems far-fetched and 
unconvincing, for it is hard to draw a clear distinction between perseverance and 
stubbornness. Others who failed to find any hamartia in Antigone turned to take the 
self-willed Creon as the tragic protagonist, which unduly diminished Antigone’s place 
in the play. In fact, character flaws are less important in such tragedies than the 
conflicting ethical or moral principles represented by the tragic characters. Neither 
Antigone nor Creon belongs to the intermediate kind of personage; on the contrary, 
they are both models who pursue respective moral ideals and adhere to their own 
ethical principles unswervingly. Antigone honors the bond of kinship, while Creon 
honors the dominating power over public life and social welfare. Separately, their 
courage and persistence merit appreciation; but Antigone suffers death for her absolute 
assertion of the family against the state, and Creon in turn sees his own nuclear family 
laid in ruins. Hegel sees the play as a representation of a clash between two equally 
important and equally divine sets of principles: 
 
The public law of the State and the instinctive family-love and duty towards 
a brother are here set in conflict. Antigone, the woman, is pathetically 
possessed by the interest of family; Creon, the man, by the welfare of the 
community...In doing this she relied on the law of the gods. The gods, however, 
whom she thus revered, are the Dei inferi of Hades, the instinctive Powers of 
feeling, Love and kinship, not the daylight gods of free and self-conscious, 
social and public life. (Translated by Anne and Henry Paolucci 178)  
 
Unlike Aristotle who stipulates that the tragic characters should represent not an 
extremely good or evil but something between, Hegel makes them too good to live, 
that is, too extreme an embodiment of a particular good to survive among the ordinary. 
Both the king and the maid are right in defending the fundamental principles, but they 
are pushed into wrongs for their one-sidedness and exclusiveness: Creon is wrong in 
denying the rights of the dead; Antigone is wrong in disobeying the orders of her king 
and future father-in-law, thus the action of each is both destructive of the other and 
self-destructive:  
 
in themselves they are in the power of what they are fighting, and therefore 




honoring. For example, Antigone lives under the political authority of Creon 
[the present king]; she is herself the daughter of a King [Oedipus] and the 
fiancée of Haemon [Creon’s son], so that she ought to pay obedience to the 
royal command. But Creon too, as father and husband, should have respected 
the sacred tie of blood and not ordered anything against its pious observance. 
So there is immanent in both Antigone and Creon something that in their own 
way they attack, so that they are gripped and shattered by something intrinsic 
to their own actual being. Antigone suffers death before enjoying the bridal 
dance, but Creon too is punished by the voluntary deaths of his son and his 
wife, incurred, the one on account of Antigone’s fate, the other because of 
Haemon’s death. (Translated by Knox, 1217-18) 
 
Admittedly with the help of Hegel, tragic theories have expanded their scope of 
coverage. Yet, several criticisms of Hegelian model have been advanced, of which the 
most formidable has been launched at his claim of equal justification. As Roche points 
out in “The Greatness and Limits of Hegel’s Theory of Tragedy”: 
 
Hegel cannot be right when he says that all tragic collisions contain poles of 
equal value; this is already clear in the problems classical philologists have 
found in Hegel’s otherwise magisterial reading of Antigone. Even Hegel, in 
fact, despite his overarching interpretation, is in his language slightly more 
sympathetic to Antigone. Nonetheless, Hegel is right if we understand him to 
mean that in the best tragedies the conflict is equal. (59)  
 
The weakness in Hegel’s theory lies in that, as Chu Kwang-Tsien observes, it 
presupposes a highly developed humanity (114). Hegel almost bases his theory wholly 
on a handful of Greek tragedies. An ancient tragic hero would be willing to equate 
himself with some ethical principle, but a modern one, with increased subjectivity, 
cares more about personal goals, ambitions and passions. Hegel himself once 
confessed that the conflict of two equally justified ethical forces was rather rare in 
modern tragedy. However, he still attempted to apply his typology of theory to explain 
various kinds of tragedies. Truly, a collision of equal goods is intensely dramatic, 
which appeals very much to the audience for they do not want to see the ruin of one 
side or both sides. However, as Ding Ersu remarks in “From the ‘Collision of Goods’ 
to the ‘Struggle between Good and Evil’”, such conflict is rare in dramas and rarer in 
reality; the more common case is the collision between good and evil, which deserves 
much more critical attention. Along the same line of thinking, Roche proposes another 




collision is presented between unequally weighted poles.  
The first kind of hero does good knowing that he will suffer for it or even perish. 
As Roche analyzes, the self-sacrificial hero ideally triggers transitions in history, often 
confronted with those who adhere to a principle of the past yet still hold power, where 
the hero stands for forces too new to have a majority behind him (Tragedy 53). We can 
site Hegel on this issue: 
 
That is the position of heroes in world history generally; through them a new 
world dawns. This new principle is in contradiction with the previous one, 
appears as dissolving; the heroes appear, therefore, as violent, destructive of 
laws. Individually, they are vanquished; but this principle persists, if in a 
different form, and buries the present. (qtd. in Roche, Tragedy 53) 
 
Patently, the tragic hero is an extraordinary and exceptional individual, and his actions 
are exemplary of greatness during a historical transition. In this case the concept of 
hamartia or one-sidedness is not necessary. As analyzed above, traditional interpreters 
of Marlovian heroes would prefer to classify them into the self-sacrificing type, 
because they, as Renaissance new men, represent a new trend of values and social 
consciousness. Their greatness lies in the fact that they would sacrifice everything, 
even their lives to justify the values they represent. However, it should be noted that 
in such tragedies the hero’s sacrifice will change the situation, which is absent in 
Marlowe’s works. There exists no clear signs of change after Tamburlaine’s, or 
Faustus’, or Barabas’ death, which indicates that these villain-heroes do not intend to 
sacrifice themselves for the triumph of eternal justice.  
Marlowe’s heroes seem to fit more into the second type proposed by Roche, 
which is morally less admirable. In the tragedy of stubbornness, the hero is usually 
portrayed in a negative light as an immoral and violent man, whose actions are subject 
to his willfulness. In order to realize his own purpose, the hero never hesitates to 
remove all the real or potential obstacles in a cruel way. Although sometimes he shows 
a slight trace of conscience or suspends his atrocities temporarily, he still acts out of 
his own interests and brings great damage to the society as well as its people. 
Meanwhile, the stubborn hero, who elevates himself above others and defines himself 
in opposition to the whole society, deliberately violates the laws of morality and takes 




surrender; as Roche points out, such a man has no consideration for compromise or 
moderation, and there is something impressive, heroic, or even inspiring, in this 
intensity and perseverance (Tragedy 60). Also, his extraordinary ambition, will, 
cunning, and intelligence all contribute to his formal greatness as a qualified tragic 
hero. Although Hegel does not discuss this form of tragedy, he notices the “greatness 
of spirit” in this kind of tragic figure and provides an insightful description of 
necessary elements in successful characterization of the evil: “Here above all, 
therefore, we must at least demand formal greatness of character and a personality 
powerful enough to sustain everything negative and, without denying its acts or being 
inwardly wrecked, to accept its fate” (translated by Knox, 1207). This argument 
applies to the interpretation of villain-heroes, who, instead of representing some ethical 
forces, act willfully and obstinately. However, their immense ability and destructive 
power appeal to the audience, just as Julius Hermann von Kirchmann comments: 
 
There is in their case no collision of duties; they more or less violate nothing 
short of the ethical imperative; but their passion is so heightened as to border 
on the superhuman, or their person so elevated as to border on the sublime, 
that the ethical judgement is suspended and the observer is taken in only by 
the sublimity of the appearance. (qtd. in Roche, Tragedy 61)  
 
Such tragic characters play the leading role in Marlowe’s theatre, and their deeds 
form the center of dramatic conflict. In this case, pity and fear are insufficient to 
explain our tragic emotions; stronger feelings are aroused by the violence of the 
struggle and the magnitude of the evil forces, where we react to unpleasant elements 
painfully for they are terrifying, distressing. This tragic beauty (in its broad sense) is a 
species of the sublime. The legacy of Marlovian tragedies is not strictly limited to his 
innovative employment of villain as hero, but also the heightened poetics of a new 
English theatre—Marlowe’s tragic theatre of the sublime.  
Derived from the Latin sublimitas, a combination of sub (up to) and limitas (the 
lintel or threshold of a building), sublime is generally defined as “lifted up or set high”, 
while its definition in the Oxford Classical Dictionary is more specific: “that quality 
of genius in great literary works which irresistibly delights, inspires and overwhelms 
the reader” (1450). The word has many applications. In its broad sense, whenever 




object or event is too strong to be expressed in words or to be compared, we resort to 
the feeling of sublime. The vault of heaven, the sea horizon, the endless time—these 
images of immeasurable magnitude furnish the favorite examples of sublimity. When 
we turn from unanimated objects to living beings, if there is no greatness of extent—
of size, number, or duration, there is another exceeding or even overwhelming 
greatness of power or strength—a spiritual greatness, which may evoke emotions such 
as astonishment, ecstasy, awe, and even self-abasement. Thus, Philip Shaw unpacks 
this paradox that inspires and overwhelms simultaneously: “Sublimity…refers to the 
moment when the ability to apprehend, to know, and to express a thought or sensation 
is defeated. Yet through this very defeat, the mind gets a feeling for that which lies 
beyond thought and language” (3).  
Modern readers may learn the concept of sublimity in the field of philosophy. 
Friedrich Schiller applied this philosophical term of Immanuel Kant to the 
interpretation of tragedy, shaping “a sense of tragedy that has come to enjoy 
considerable popularity in the twentieth century, one that regards tragic nobility as a 
direct consequence of a great soul’s confrontation with oppressive or hostile forces 
inimical to his grandeur d’âme and moral freedom”, as Michelle Gellrich claims (246). 
Yet sublimity was first presented and linked with tragedy in the Peri Hupsos (On 
Sublimity), an aesthetic treatise contributed to the Greek critic Dionysius Longinus in 
the first century AD, in which a literary definition of the sublime was given: 
 
Sublimity is a kind of eminence or excellence of discourse. It is the source of 
the distinction of the very greatest poets and prose writers and the means by 
which they have given eternal life to their own frame. For grandeur produces 
ecstasy rather than persuasion in the hearer; and the combination of wonder 
and astonishment always proves superior to the merely persuasive and 
pleasant. (qtd. in D. A. Russell and Michael Winterbottom 143)  
 
As Patrick Cheney demonstrates, Longinus, as a literary critic, defines the sublime in 
terms of the classical canon, and thus he sees the sublime “not strictly cognitive but 
stylistic, the product not only of the mind but also of rhetoric” (175). In Longinus’ 
view, there are four stages of sublimity in tragedy: the first stage pertains to the author, 
who possesses “the power to conceive great thoughts” as well as “strong and inspired 




(158); the second to the author’s style: through “certain kinds of figures of thought and 
speech”, through “noble diction”, through “dignified and elevated word-arrangement” 
(149), sublimity is produced at the proper moment which can “tear everything up like 
a whirlwind” (144), then “the whole universe is overthrown and broken up” (151); the 
third to the effect of the author’s sublime style on the reader, where “amazement and 
wonder exert invincible power and force and get the better of every hearer” (143); the 
fourth to the author himself, for he presents object of emulation before the audience 
so exquisitely that the minds are elevated to the greatness of which we form a mental 
image, then the author wins “posthumous fame” (159). For Longinus, the sublime 
finally works to overwhelm the audience’s logical brains, and convince them of an 
idea with sheer rhetorical force, while the tragic theme and content are largely ignored.  
The definition of the sublime has been significantly extended by later critics, 
especially Edmund Burke in his landmark A Philosophy Inquiry into the Origin of our 
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, and Immanuel Kant in the book of The Critique of 
Judgement. The foundation of Burke’s theory of sublimity is the emotion of terror 
inspired by pain or danger. He sums up the relation between pain and sublime in the 
following words: 
 
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to 
say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or 
operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it 
is productive of the strongest emotion which is the mind is capable of feeling . 
(Sect I, vii) 
 
His emphasis on negative effects of the sublime marks a crucial progress. Meanwhile, 
he directs attention to the pleasure of sublime experience in that the fear of violence is 
alleviated by the effects of distance: “when danger or pain press too close, they are 
incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and 
with certain modifications, they may be, and they are delightful, as we every day 
experience” (Sect I, vii). For instance, a great storm may evoke a fear reaction to be 
engulfed, but the sight could provide a source of delight to the distant spectator. There 
follows a classification of ideas contained in sublimity: obscurity, where darkness and 
uncertainty adds to our dread (Sect II, iii); power, where superior force drives the mind 




they are all terrible (vi); vastness, whether of extent or quality, has the most striking 
effect of the sublime (vii); infinity, the most genuine effect and true test of the sublime, 
tends to fill the mind with a sort of delightful horror (viii); difficulty (xii); and 
magnificence (xiii). Among these ideas, Burke is particularly interested in obscurity, 
Francis Gallaway remarks, for it allows the mind to wander into the region of 
indefinable forces which produce a sense of awe that could not possibly be aroused by 
any force with recognizable limits (336). Since the sublime is deemed as a breathtaking 
experience of strong emotions and passions, it is difficult to be presented properly in 
conventional artistic structures.  
Echoing Burke, Kant also argues that “nature excites ideas of the sublime in its 
chaos or in its wildest and most irregular disorder and desolation” (translated by J. H. 
Bernard and D. D. DCL 104). Unlike the beautiful with purposiveness and definite 
boundaries, the sublime has nothing to do with objects which are essentially purposive 
or orderly. Upon seeing or hearing something, we exclaim, how pretty, or how graceful, 
or how beautiful (in its narrow sense), we immediately experience a sense of pleasure, 
a free expansion, and keep in harmony with the thing. According to Bradley, such a 
thing draws us towards itself without any resistance, and we are willing to embrace it 
with sympathy or love (Poetry 51). While in the case of sublimity, this acceptance is 
not immediate, because there is a sense of being checked, or frustrated, or astonished, 
or even repelled or threatened. In other words, the sublime arises when our imagination 
fails in the face of a violent external force which cannot be contained in any sensible 
form or boundaries. However, at this moment we do not experience a humiliating 
defeat, but claim a superiority with resort to the power of our reason, as Kant observes, 
the presentation of a sublimity can be found in the mind, which “concerns only the 
idea of reason, although no adequate presentation is possible for them, by this 
inadequateness that admits of sensible presentation are aroused and summoned into 
the mind” (103). Accordingly, sublimity does not dwell in phenomenon in the external 
world, but in our inner mind, so that Kant tells us to seek “the sublime merely in 
ourselves and in our attitude of thought” (104). 
The sense of sublimity may arise when one is confronted with either an extreme 
magnitude or a tremendous power, which generates the “mathematically” and 




struggles but fails to apprehend the absolute whole, at the same time or immediately 
thereafter, recognizes its inadequacy and gives way to the awareness of reason. 
Gellrich reads the conflict between imagination and reason in Kant’s sublimity to 
explain its affective ambivalence: for one thing, pain is felt at the failure of imagination 
to grasp the whole; for the other, pleasure at the power of reason to regulate that 
experience for a higher end (249). “Therefore the inner perception of the inadequacy 
of all sensible standards for rational estimation of magnitude indicates a 
correspondence with rational laws;” Kant himself concludes, “it involves a pain, which 
arouses in us the feeling of our supersensible destination, according to which it is 
purposive and therefore pleasurable to find every standard of Sensibility inadequate to 
the Ideas of Understanding” (120). While the mathematically sublime deals with the 
issue of size, the dynamically sublime deals with might. In this case, our imagination 
is blocked by a terrifying power, which urges us to learn our physical feebleness and 
insignificance. We feel a thrill of fear before the overwhelming forces: 
 
Bold, overhanging, and as it were threatening rocks; clouds piled up in the 
sky, moving with lightning flashes and thunder peals; volcanoes in all their 
violence of destruction; hurricanes with their track of devastation; the 
boundless ocean in a state of tumult; the lofty waterfall of a mighty river, and 
such like; these exhibit our faculty of resistance as insignificantly small in 
comparison with their might. (125) 
 
Yet, as Kant continues, the sight provides a source of delight when we are in a secure 
position. These objects can be called sublime, as they raise the soul’s energies above 
its usual height and allows us to discover our ability of resistance, which gives us 
courage to measure ourselves against nature’s seeming omnipotence. In this sense, we 
are somehow uplifted or elevated by that fear-inspiring object: 
 
Now, in the immensity of nature and in the inadequacy of our faculties for adopting 
a standard proportionate to the aesthetical estimation of the magnitude of its realm, 
we find our own limitation; although at the same time in our rational faculty we 
find a different, non-sensuous standard, which has that infinity itself under it as a 
unit, and in comparison with which everything in nature is small. Thus in our mind 





In the case of dynamical sublimity, Kant insists that we just experience a quasi-fear in 
response to imagining danger which nature may bring to us. Yet it should be noted that 
the power of what we confront is real and intense enough to inspire fear. We are in a 
safe position to appreciate aesthetic qualities, as Bradley summarizes, but unsettled 
enough for strong negative emotions associated with sublimity to take place (157). In 
the sublime, we do experience genuine fear, anxiety, indignation and other negative 
emotions: the sublime is “more attractive the more fearful it is”, but we are still 
attracted to the very sublime objects. 
The major categories of Kantian sublime are later appropriated and extended by 
Schiller, who applies the concept to explain the sublimity of tragic heroes who act with 
regard to neither natural nor social restraints. According to Schiller, tragedy often 
presents human struggle against natural forces, including irresistible forces of 
necessity and fate. All others may obey necessity, but the hero is the being who wills. 
As Gellrich observes, Schiller believes that reason’s dictates in tragedy is less 
important for the hero than the ability to follow the inner passions and act without 
constraints (253), for the will is the essence of heroic characteristics. Tragedians 
attempt to present “the possibility of the absolute freedom of the will” in their works 
so that create an aesthetic world, where human freedom rather than moral ethics is 
advocated. In this light, Schiller counts Euripides’ Medea as sublime on account of her 
extraordinary strength of will against great forces of resistance. However, it is worth 
noting that Schiller views Medea in heroic terms: “her vengeance becomes 
aesthetically sublime as soon as we see a loving mother”. The notion of the will in 
Schiller’s theory of the sublime differs from the idea of willfulness that marks the 
villainous nature of a villain-hero.  
Marlowe’s villain-hero is more akin to “the slave of will”, for they are forever in 
the state of need. There may be instant gratification, but it is soon replaced by a new 
desire. Unlike the morally-minded Hegel who approaches tragedy from the simple 
dichotomy of the positive versus the negative, Schopenhauer ascribes human pain and 
suffering to the forcefulness of “will”, generally egoistic striving. In service to the will 
to live, everyday perception individuates things by its particular position in time and 




particular desires. While in aesthetic experience, the subject loses the sense of 
individuality in the calm contemplation of the object: “thus we no longer consider the 
where, the when, the why, and the whither in things, but simply and solely the what… 
we forget our individuality, our will, and continue to exist only as pure subject” (WWR 
I 178). The objects of aesthetic contemplation in the feeling of the sublime “have a 
hostile relation to the human will in general, as manifested in its objectivity, the human 
body. They may be opposed to it; they may threaten by their might that eliminates all 
resistance, or their immeasurable greatness may reduce it to nought” (201). Through 
direct influence of Kant, Schopenhauer suggests that tragedy is a variety of the 
dynamically sublime, both of which have the capacity to present “the terrible side of 
life, brought before our eyes in the most glaring light” (WWR II, 435): 
 
Our pleasure in the tragedy belongs not to the feeling of the beautiful, but to 
that of the sublime; it is, in fact, the highest degree of this feeling. For just as 
at the sight of the sublime in nature we turn away from the interest of the will, 
in order to behave in a purely perceptive way, so in the tragic catastrophe we 
turn away from the will-to-live itself. Thus in the tragedy the terrible side of 
life is presented to us, the wailing and lamentation of mankind, the dominion 
of chance and error, the fall of the righteous, the triumph of the wicked; and 
so that aspect of the world is brought before our eyes which directly opposes 
our will. At this sight, we feel ourselves urged to turn our will away from life, 
to give up willing and loving life. But precisely in this way we become aware 
that there is still left in us something different that we cannot possibly know 
positively, but only negatively, as that which does not will life. (WWR II, 433) 
 
From this perspective, it is viable to read Marlowe’s villain-hero tragedy in the 
register of the “preeminent modern aesthetic category”, the sublime. Swinburne once 
spoke highly of Marlowe’s historical importance in linking tragedy with the sublime: 
 
The first great English poet was the father of English tragedy and the creator 
of English blank verse… [No] poet is great as a poet whom no one could ever 
pretend to recognize as sublime. Sublimity is the test of imagination as 
distinguished from invention or from fancy: and the first English poet whose 
powers can be called sublime was Christopher Marlowe. (qtd. in Millar 
MacLure 177-78) 
 
However, Swinburne only takes notice of the lofty form of Marlowe’s tragic language, 
interpreting his “mighty lines” in terms of the sublime. Following Swinburne, later 




the concept or offering full analysis.  
As a translator of Ovid and Lucan, Marlowe showed his propensity to the portrait 
of violence, suffering and heightened emotions in classical literature; as a dramatist, 
Marlowe’s obsession with the extremes of human villainy is reflected notably in his 
tragic creation. Marlovian villain-heroes are wicked and horrible beyond imagination, 
but precisely because it is so, simultaneously they are sublime. Recent scholars tend 
to see the remarkable staging of their disordered will as the manifestation of Marlowe’s 
early modern identity, ignoring its longstanding connection to the sublime. The 
grandeur d’âme of villain-heroes, extremely evil actions and spirits in this case, is 
sublime. Miseries and horrors described in Marlowe’s tragedies in the sordidness of 
the villain-heroes, who are short of goodness and nobility, are not distanced by the 
magnificence of his poetic language. Tamburlaine, Faustus, and Barabas all impress 
the audience with the intensity of life in their vice and villainy. We see their immense 
destructive power and dominion of chance, the wailing and lamentation of their 
victims, the triumph of their extraordinary wickedness. The terror of these violent 
scenes undoubtedly rise into horror. Patently, fear is not sufficient to explain the 
overwhelming sense of horror, it is a deeper sense of the sublime. As Boyer writes, the 
calamities are so destructive, the struggle so intense, the end so inevitable that stronger 
emotions mix to produce a tragic effect that is transporting (219). 
Since Aristotle, theorists have interpreted tragedy in terms of causality to achieve 
the final effect of catharsis: the whole plot is designed to explain the underlying causes 
of suffering and death so that the tragic emotions of pity and fear would be purged or 
purified at the end. Yet Adrian Poole questions whether tragedy “has some higher 
meaning or that the infinite shines forth in the demise of the finite” (69). The answer 
is affirmative. For Hegel, the final result is “reconciliation”, though it proves to be 
incorrect to explain the tragic effect; but he turns attention to the cognitive function of 
tragedy rather than just psychological one. Schopenhauer, who is much less optimistic 
about our ability to transcend tragic conflicts, holds that the most desirable tragic effect 
is neither a sense of purification, nor that of reconciliation, but “resignation”:  
 
the complete knowledge of the real nature of the world, acting as the quieter 




whole will-to-live itself. Thus we see in tragedy the noblest men, after a long 
conflict and suffering, finally renounce for ever all the pleasures of life and 
the aims till then pursued so keenly, or cheerfully and willingly give up life 
itself. (WWR I, 253) 
 
To this extent, Schopenhauer sees the effect of tragedy analogous to that of the 
dynamically sublime, as simplified by Ding Ersu in his critique of Schopenhauer’s 
tragic theory, “a well-crafted tragedy should help its audience avoid future suffering 
by providing a kind of aesthetic distance where the will to life is temporarily 
suspended”. However, Nietzsche is more sanguine about the tragic effect, who 
maintains that tragedy should impress its audience with the sense of human power 
rather than human frailty. On his account, the will to life is a positive life-force worth 
of being celebrated rather than lamented, for tragedy uses the sublime to heighten 
emotions, registering an eternal transport, which proposes a shocking alternative to the 
purgation of emotion as the goal of tragedy. In short, to answer the questions posed in 
the Introduction, tragic art has a wide range of effects that reach beyond pleasure, such 
as the cognitive value in grappling with the difficulties of human existence.     
To conclude what we have discussing, we can say that Marlowe has expanded the 
character-type fit for the position of tragic protagonist. Since then villain-heroes have 
become popular and run a long course on the stage. If theorizing had not been the 
tragedian’s concern, his creations would have stimulated later theorists to think more 
about the emotional effect of a villain-hero tragedy. As Ding Ersu reminds us, sticking 
to one particular kind of subject or one distinctive textual effect as being essential to 
tragedy is to limit our otherwise very broad experience of writing and reading tragic 
literature, which advises us to review those existing criticism as much as possible and 
assimilate new ideas before drawing a conclusion (“Tragedy”). That is why we argue 
about tragedy because, as Williams states, “tragic experience…commonly attracts the 
fundamental beliefs and tensions of a period, and tragic theory is mainly interesting in 









With this, my apology for the villain as hero in tragic drama comes to a close. 
Before Marlowe’s time, there appeared wicked figures in religious plays, who were 
employed principally for moral rather than dramatic purposes. If Marlowe was 
somehow influenced by any dramatist, it must have been Seneca, whose Medea and 
Thyestes belong to the villain-hero play. However, as Boyer claims, it was the mere 
fact that Seneca employed villain as hero in his plays, rather than the character of 
Senecan villains, that may have exerted an influence on Marlowe, for Marlovian 
heroes bear no resemblance to Medea or Atreus (220). After a closer examination of 
the subject in Chapter three, it is found that Marlowe’s representation of villain-hero 
owes little to Seneca, except some occasional parallels of character conception and 
construction. Marlowe indeed follows Seneca’s footsteps in the use of the five-act 
dramatic structure, exaggerated theatrical image, and rhetorical devices, but he does 
not consciously imitate Seneca’s characterization or style. The confluence of Senecan 
bombast and Machiavellian policy provided Marlowe with an opportunity to create his 
own villain tragedy, with which the violence-loving Elizabethan audience became 
fascinated. For this reason, we may say that Marlowe deserves the credit for 
establishing this particular character-type, which immediately became popular on the 
Elizabethan stage and ran a long course in the tragic theatre.  
Though popular, the villain-hero is not easily understood from the classical 
Aristotelian perspective. That Marlovian heroes represent the trend of new social 
values and challenge the authority for the sake of the public is a popular misconception 
among traditional critics. In fact, the structural pattern in Marlowe’s plays resists such 
an interpretation. As Cole concludes, Marlowe sets his tragic hero with a morally 
shocking nature who parades through a series of incidents which reveal dramatically 
his destructive or evil quality (249). The Jew of Malta is the most obvious example, 
whose villainies are exhibited in rapid sequence. The same can be said of Faustus’ 
career: through a series of incidents he leads himself to tragic destruction. 
Tamburlaine’s career is equally violent; as he proceeds from victory to victory, his 
cruelty and iniquity become more and more evident. In fact, the concern of tragedy 




Marlowe’s tragedies, we must find how the audience saw this problem in the day when 
these tragedies were first staged at that time. As Lily B. Campbell states, we must seek 
such explanations as were offered both by writers of tragedies and by philosophers in 
his time, but these explanations will be best understood when we can trace them from 
their medieval sources (3). It is in this way that we look at the presentation of evil in 
Marlowe’s villain tragedies, which naturally developed from the medieval idea. 
Marlovian heroes, unlike the Greek ones, deliberately drive themselves and others 
towards disaster at their arbitrary will. When Tamburlaine’s inspiring words are set 
against his brutalities, when Faustus’ lofty aspirations give way to his frivolous 
pleasures and sensuality, when Barabas’ hatred and his desire for revenge extend to the 
whole human race, how can we regard them as heralds of Renaissance humanism? 
Historically speaking, Marlowe presents images of evil genius, which is more akin to 
the judgement of the Earl of Gloucester in King Lear—“machinations, hollowness, 
treachery, and all ruinous disorders follow us disquietly to our graves” (I.ii.115-17). 
Thus, Marlowe’s exhibition of evil impedes any critical approach either from an 
Aristotelian perspective, with its demands for a decent hero, or from a romantic-
humanist perspective, which exalts and values the rebel and the individualist. To some 
extent, the villain-hero exhibits rebellious spirits and individualism, but his distinction 
is a complete indulgence in cruel thoughts and acts which to the Elizabethan audience 
were inexcusable and unforgivable. 
In Marlowe’s tragedy, it is not one’s defects or mistakes that matter, but the evil 
nature of man. The villain-hero does wrong without any scruples or hesitation, shows 
no sign of conscience or self-condemnation, no matter how culpable they are to the 
audience. Marlowe himself suggests no possible remorse in his villain-heroes whose 
acts are cruel and inhuman, for the awful dreams that afflict Shakespeare’s Richard III 
never appear in Marlowe’s plays. It is said that Barabas is less human than Richard, 
though both inherit evil personality of the Vice; that Tamburlaine is less human than 
Macbeth, though both are harsh tyrants. Their total lack of human conscience and fear 
marks them as mechanical characters. Some critics, such as Boyer and Hedin, argue 
that Marlowe’s plays are inferior, for they failed to arouse any tragic pleasure. This 
failure is attributed to poor characterization in Marlowe’s case, where the hero is 




it is difficult or even impossible to arouse both pity and fear by such a villain-hero. 
The less they are human, the less they are sympathetically received. Thus the physical 
retributions that finally befall them are coupled with a stronger sense of justice. Yet 
Aristotle’s doctrine proves imperfect. First, pity and fear do not necessarily come 
together: sometimes pity is enough to explain tragic effect in tragedies like Oedipus 
the King; sometimes pity is felt not for the tragic protagonist but for his victims, 
especially in villain-hero tragedies. Second, villain-hero tragedies do awaken other 
emotions proper to tragedy. When a villain possesses destructive powers that are great, 
there may be in us a sense of being completely overwhelmed, with any positive 
emotions blocked by recognition of the dreadful consequences. At this sight, the word 
“fear” is too weak to express our feeling of dread about a villainous character; we 
resort to “sublime” to describe the appropriate emotions in response to “the triumph 
of wickedness” and “the scornful mastery of chance”.  
Marlowe’s tragic conception, as Hardin Craig describes, arises “out of 
Christianity and in its typical form unknown to the ancient world, [which holds] that 
catastrophe is the result of guilt and is a function of character and conscience”. In the 
Greek formulation, the destruction of men is seen as a demonstration of the irresistible 
and undefeatable power of gods or fate, thus revealing the heroic nature of the tragic 
protagonist. However, Fortune is no longer the determining cause of human calamity 
in Marlovian tragedy, where the root lies in the will of man. His tragic heroes do not 
only talk about free will as their life principle, instead they demonstrate the belief 
through brutal acts. As Tamburlaine marches to the ultimate success, bloody heaps of 
corpses are left behind him—he mercilessly thrusts the dagger into the heart of his 
“coward” son, terrorizes mothers into murdering their own sons, sets fire to the whole 
city, tortures his defeated foes to death, executes conquered kings as beasts of burden 
that have tried last bit of energy—his regime is built on blood. Doctor Faustus, whose 
career begins in pursuit of “lofty” desires, idles his time away in the satisfaction of 
worldly demands and the exhibition of illusory tricks, doomed to bring on his own 
destruction. Barabas, whose Jewishness, Machiavellianism and likeness to a Vice 
automatically mark his evil nature, practices fine arts of villainy with cold and shrewd 
calculation under the name of revenge, and degenerates into a bloodthirsty monster, a 




definable vision of evil, but little vision of good. The villain’s power of evil is so 
overwhelming that the highest degree of fear is provoked among the spectators. As 
Schopenhauer sees, tragedy, a special genre of art that presents “the terrible side of 
life”, offers a unique pleasure that is related to our sense of the sublime rather than that 
of the beautiful, nevertheless whose total equation of aesthetic transcendence with 
ascetic resignation is inaccurate and misguided. In this point, Nietzsche stands in 
opposition to Schopenhauer. The more sanguine philosopher maintains that tragedy, 
though presents the problem of evil in life, converts our pain and fear into “sublime” 
or “awe-inspiring” representations, thus reconciles us to it.  
To conclude what we have been discussing, we can say that Marlowe’s 
contribution to the subject-matter for tragic drama is particularly noticeable, which 
turns our attention to the destruction of villains that were largely neglected and 
condemned by classical dramatists and theorists alike. To say that Marlowe carried 
over theological conceptions of evil is not to say that he wrote as a theologian; rather, 
he brought the characteristic emotions of the suffering villain in an entirely new 
context. Since Aristotle’s theory is insufficient to explain such a phenomenon, later 
critics and philosophers are encouraged to develop tragic theories to provide a useful 
compliment to Aristotle’s—this is where Marlowe’s contribution to tragic theory lies. 
However, this is not to say that we should altogether abandon Aristotle’s doctrines; 
rather, we should bear in mind that there is no one-size-fits-all formula to explain such 
a serious topic. Instead of applying one theory mechanically, we should invite different 
debates about how to appreciate presentations of human suffering on stage. Though 
the world we live in is not as gloomy as many tragedians painted dramatically, it is 
also full of sufferings; while the real tragic pleasure lies, not in Aristotle’s catharsis of 
disturbing emotions or Hegel’s reconciliation of tragic conflict or Schopenhauer’s 
resignation of insatiable will, but in our recognition of human suffering and 
exploration of its possible solutions. As Campbell puts it, “tragedy teaches negatively, 
however, and so by tragedy we are taught…to avoid Ruin and Misery” (Tragic Heroes 
24). 
So far as I am aware, my apology for villain-hero is derived from textual evidence 
and has its theoretical foundations. My interests have prompted me to select the villain-




would view it with a different focus. There is no single truth in generalization on 
matters of this kind. I shall be content if what I say succeeds in commending itself as 
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